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Preface to the New Edition

THE FIRST EDITION of One Hundred Years of Socialism mapped out the history
of West European socialist parties in the century that followed the creation of
the Second International in 1889. New archival work, the endless stream of
memoirs, and the constant outpouring of interpretative books have not
modified the basic story outlining the vicissitudes of West European socialist
and communist parties. What has considerably changed, however, is our
perception of the future of socialism. 

In 1996 few questioned the view that communism was dead, but many could
reasonably expect that socialism, in the sense of modern social democracy, had
still a lease of life. But the tasks of the two movements were quite different.
The two forms of socialism – social democracy and com munism – which have
characterized the twentieth century were never quite comparable in terms of the
tasks they had effectively set for themselves. They may have started with the
same aim: the overcoming of capitalism, but they soon acquired other objectives
and inevitably so since ideologies are shaped by the societies within which they
operate and the relationship they have to political and economic power. Social
democrats ruled only when capitalism was well-established and democracy had
become the common property of the main political parties. Communists had
to develop an industrial society; social democrats had to manage it. Communists
prevailed in less developed societies, social democrats in developed market
economies. Once it was accepted that the goal of the social democracy was the
reform of capitalism and not its supersession, it could be assumed that no
momen tous event could deal social democracy the kind of fatal blow that
history had dealt the communist movement.

No one can be sure that a distinct brand of European social democracy will
survive in the future except perhaps as isolated local forms in a handful of small
European countries. Generic progressive politics will, of course, continue to
inspire a significant proportion of Europeans and, indeed, of people throughout
the world. They will advocate human and civil rights; promote legislation
supporting claims made by those who have been and still are being
discriminated against; and seek to widen access to education, culture, and health.
One does not need to be committed to a socialist or even a social-democratic
agenda to hold such views. Progressive liberals, ‘social’ Christians and even
‘compassionate’ conservatives can do so just as well. Socialists too were inspired
by the principles of individual rights that originated with the Enlightenment.
Though they wanted to challenge the power of capitalism, as they emerged as
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an organized political movement in the late nineteenth century they advocated
an extension of democracy that was based on the idea of individual rights rather
than class principles. Universal suffrage, which they advocated with passion,
assumes that all individuals have exactly the same worth when voting: each,
literally, counts as one. In the domain of politics, socialists, far from being class
conscious, were staunch individualists. Those who, at the turn of the century,
upheld a class conception of democracy were the liberals and the conservatives
who defended an electoral system that allocated votes in terms of the wealth
possessed or earned by each individual and who opposed the enfranchisement
of women. Though socialists often did not fight for female suffrage with great
vigour, they all stood firmly on the side of real universal suffrage. One could
almost say that one of the great achievements of socialists was to have forced
liberals and conservatives onto the path of liberalism and civil and human rights
while advocating first the destruction of capitalism and then its reform. Liberals
and conservatives, of course, can claim with equal vigour that they succeeded
in imposing on socialists the realism of accepting market relations and the
abandonment of the utopianism of the classless society.

So, the socialists set about reforming capitalism – an apparently modest task
when contrasted with the final goal of abolishing it. Nevertheless, reforming
capitalism is exceedingly complicated. The problem lies in conceptualizing what
‘reforming capitalism’ means. The system, it is widely acknowledged – and by
Marx and Engels in the first place – is one that, unlike its predecessors, has
change and dynamism at its very foundation. As they explained in one of the
famous passages of The Communist Manifesto, change is in the nature of the
beast, it reforms itself continuously:

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments
of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole
relations of society. Conservation of the old modes of production in unaltered
form was, on the contrary, the first condition of existence for all earlier industrial
classes. Constant revolutionizing of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all
social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation dis tinguish the bourgeois
epoch from all earlier ones. All fixed, fast frozen relations, with their train of
ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed
ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all
that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses his
real condition of life and his relations with his kind.

The dilemma of social democracy, as explained throughout this book, is that
traditional social democratic reforms, such as the welfare state and
redistribution of wealth, tend to strengthen capitalism by providing it with
both social peace and a wider market for consumer goods. In turn, social welfare
and redistribution also require a strong capitalism. Reforms that aim to regulate
capitalism itself, such as setting a ceiling to the length of the working day, the
regulation of pay by establishing a minimum wage, and basic labour rights such
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as maternity and paternity leave create winners and losers among capitalist firms
since some, because of their size, or their position in the market or their
efficiency, will benefit from the discomfiture of those that are less lucky or less
efficient or too small. In some circumstances large firms are better able to cope
with such reforms than small ones, but this is not a universal law: flexibility
may enable some small firms to be more effective at times of rapid technological
change. Social democrats, inevitably, always face the issue of which aspects of
their own ‘national’ capitalism will be strengthened by their reforms.

Virtually anything can unleash ‘spontaneous’ reforms – a change in the
weather, taste and fashion, and above all the changes generated by capitalism
itself, such as technological development and migration from the rural to
industrial sector. Reforming social democrats can also use (and have
traditionally used) two powerful instruments. The first was the action of their
own supporters, usually organized in trade unions making demands on
capitalists. The second, which became important as social democrats grew in
numbers and were able to capture government, was the state and the laws it
enacted. This was the basis for the Left’s acceptance of the State - not just the
state as a concept, but the state as a machine, as a coercive apparatus. Such
acceptance came late in the twentieth century because social democrats before
1945 were seldom in control of the government machine. In the years before the
First World War, they had assumed that they would be able to force the
bourgeois state to implement many of the reforms of the socialist programme.
In principle, they were not wrong. Without the state there could not have been
the socialization of some of the cost of reproduction of the working class (the
welfare state) and a regulation of the working day. Powerful trade unions,
without a political party, could have struggled alone and negotiated with
employers over the length of the working day, the conditions of work or
holiday pay. They could have acted as a pressure group and wrested concessions
from governing political parties (prior to the Second World War, this was the
British experience and the prevailing pattern in the USA).

Having correctly identified the state as the principal regulator of the capitalist
economy, socialists sought, successfully, to democratize it and use it. As long as
the state held the position of chief regulator, social democratic strategy retained
its full coherence. As various aspects of capitalism (especially its financial
organization) developed in a global direction with increasing force from the
1980s onward, this state-oriented strategy began to falter. Social democrats in
the West remained wedded to a national conception of politics and reinforced
it constantly, ring-fencing their achievements (welfare, education, civil rights)
within the territorial boundaries of the state, while capitalism set out to stride
the globe.

The crumbling of communism, some had hoped, might have led to a
strengthening of social democracy – despite the unfounded but widespread view
that it would negatively affect social democracy, which, it was said, had been
tarred by its ideological association with communism. In fact, as I point out
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below, social democratic parties were strongest in the decade following the
collapse of communism, a movement they had disparaged anyway well before
the official demise of the USSR. 

The end of the USSR did, of course, affect Western communist parties
deeply. The Italian Communist Party, the strongest in the West, changed its
name and continued its long-standing evolution towards social democracy, an
evolution punctuated by repeated changes of name, each underlining its
growing distance from its roots – first as the Democratic Party of the Left (still
bearing some of the symbols of its past such as the hammer and sickle), then
‘Left Democrats’ before expunging even the generic ‘Left’ to become, with
unchanging prospects, il Partito democratico tout court. At least the Italian
communists survived, though as a shadow of their former selves, while the
Italian Socialist Party, which the corruption scandals of 1991–92 had fatally
undermined, simply disappeared. 

The other Western communist parties were annihilated. Even here, how -
ever, one should not over estimate the impact of the fall of the Berlin Wall in
1989. A year before the fall, at the 1988 French presidential elections, the French
Communist candidate André Lajoinie obtained a miserable 6.7 per cent (in 1969
Jacques Duclos had managed a respectable 21 per cent). Worse was to follow
when Robert Hue reached 3.4 per cent in 2002 and Marie-George Buffet
gathered only a miserable 1.94 per cent in 2007. Even the Trotskyites did better.
The French Communist Party had become a groupuscule. But its disappearance
was due more to the emergence of a socialist party strong enough to rally all
those who wanted to defeat the right than to events in Moscow. When the
fortunes of the Parti socialiste started deteriorating after Lionel Jospin’s
astounding defeat in the presidential elections of 2002, communism passed the
stage of possible resuscitation.

The communist story was equally dismal elsewhere. The Portuguese
Communist Party, which obtained 18.9 per cent of the vote in 1979 declined
throughout the 1980s, ending up with only 7.6 per cent in 2005. The fall of the
communists was even more abrupt in Spain. Under the banner of Izquierda
Unita it still managed to win 11 per cent of the vote in 1996, but by 2008 this
had crumbled to 3.8 per cent. 

After 1989, social democracy was the only form of socialism left in Europe,
including eastern and central Europe where the former communist parties were
reborn as social-democratic parties. These were determined to defend and
extend one of the positive features of communist rule, namely the welfare state
and the protection of workers, protection all the more necessary since pro-
market forces had been unleashed and enjoyed wide local and international
support. The prospects of this revitalized left with a foot in the (communist)
past were good. In the first free elections after 1989 the post-communist parties
were the strongest parties of the left everywhere except in the Czech Republic
– where the communist party had not changed its name. The others had
rechristened themselves as social democrats or some similar appellation, thus
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explicitly recognizing the failure of a movement that had sharply demarcated
itself from the labour movement in the West. Lenin’s embalmed remains were
still exhibited before tourists in Moscow, but Leninism was now truly dead.

Social democracy lived on, even in the countries of the former Soviet bloc.
In Hungary the socialist party (the post-communist party) has remained the
leading left party and was able to obtain over 42 per cent of the vote in the 2008
election (it had only 33 per cent in 1994) and was in coalition with the liberals.
In Bulgaria the socialist party (as part of a wider electoral bloc) obtained 34 per
cent in 2005 and also returned to government in coalition with other parties. In
Poland a coalition of left parties led by the Democratic Left Alliance (Sojusz
Lewicy Demokratycznej or SLD) clearly won the 2001 elections, although it
equally clearly lost the subsequent two elections.

In the former communist world it has proved almost impossible to preserve
a strong public sector, or contain the growth in inequalities, or enhance or even
maintain the pre-existing welfare state. The fault was not (entirely) of the new
social democratic parties: as I said before, a weak and barely established market
economy is not the best platform for the development or preservation of social
democracy. 

This is the setting for the present predicament of social democracy. Can
social democratic reformism still be a force in Europe? The parties, of course,
are still there, but has the impetus for social democratic policies exhausted itself
over these last ten or twenty years? Is there any comfort for those who still
regard themselves as social democrats? I write these words at a time of deep
crisis for social democracy. At the end of the 1990s there seemed to be no crisis
at all. The British Labour Party, led by Tony Blair, had been returned to power
in 1997 after 18 years of conservative rule. In the same year in France the Parti
socialiste won the legislative election and Lionel Jospin became prime minister.
In 1996 Romano Prodi, at the head of a coalition of parties which included the
former communists, formed the first ‘left’ government in post-war Italian
history, defeating Silvio Berlusconi. In Germany, in 1998, Gerhard Schröder,
leader of the Social Democratic Party, became Chancellor of Germany. Thus,
for the first time ever, not only parties of the left led the four largest states in
western Europe; but they also ruled (alone or in coalition) most of the countries
of the European Union, including Sweden, Holland, Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, Portugal and Greece. 

Had European social democratic parties succeeded in exploiting that unique
conjuncture to develop their policies at the European level, establishing, for
instance, a social security net binding the whole of the European Union, or a
redistributive fiscal policy across the EU, or a tight system of labour regulations
enforceable throughout Europe, one would be able to write, with some degree
of confidence, that social democracy, though unable to expand seriously in the
rest of the world, had managed to survive and even thrive in its European
redoubt.

This, however, was far from being the case. How difficult it was for social
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democracy to abandon the integument of the nation-state was abundantly noted
in the first edition of this book. The last ten to fifteen years seem to have
confirmed this. By and large the European Union has remained a loose
confederation of states with different capitalisms. As the twentieth century
faded away the 15 countries of the EU still had markedly different fiscal policies,
different industrial relations systems and different welfare states. In the first few
years of the new millennium 12 more states entered the union, most of them
poorer than the poorest of the old 15, with an ill-equipped industrial structure
and a poorly-regulated capitalism. The ease with which the European Union
was enlarged was widely celebrated even though the chief reason why expansion
was so simple was because integration had been so perfunctory. Much of what
the European Union had achieved was the removal of barriers to competition
to facilitate the free movement of goods, capital and people. There was no
European political or social dimension – just a group of states negotiating. There
was never serious Europe-wide cooperation between socialist parties. The Party
of European Socialists (PES) may comprise more than 30 social-democratic
parties, but it is not a party in any of the accepted senses of the word since it
does not even contest the elections for the European parliament (which are
always contested by national parties and never by a European party). The
European Confederation of Trade Unions is a pressure group that issues
declarations and negotiates agreements; it is not a force with which employers
or governments have to reckon. They have no authority over national unions
and cannot call workers out on strike. They are restricted in what they do by
the limitation the member-states have imposed on supra-nationalism. And
everything must be subject to the goal of unrestricted competition under the
guise of harmonization.

Socialist parties, when in power, end up having to do what European
governments are expected to do – to ensure that their own ‘national’ capital ism
(namely firms operating within its borders and/or employing considerable
numbers of its own people) remains strong and competitive. This is why,
addressing the financial community at Mansion House on 20 June 2007, just as
the cataclysmic forces of the credit crunch were about to be unleashed, Gordon
Brown, then still Chancellor of the Exchequer, congratulated the City of
London for their remarkable achievements, ‘an era that history will record as
the beginning of a new golden age for the City of London’. He praised in
particular the country’s and, by implication, his government’s openness to the
world and global reach, ‘pioneers of free trade and its leading defenders’, ‘with
a deep and abiding belief in open markets’ and happy that London had seen off
the competition from Tokyo and New York.

Politics, in fact, has remained overwhelmingly ‘national’ in character and
the parties of the left, like those of the right, have continued to respond to a
national electorate. The weight of their own and of their countries’ traditions
inevitably constrained them. They react to the persisting differences in the levels
of development and structural characteristics of their respective economies. The
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European economies are far from converging. The size of the working class
may have been shrinking everywhere, but the rate of deindustrialization is
highly uneven: it is far higher in Sweden and in the UK than in Germany or
Austria; Greece is more inflation prone than Germany; unemployment in Spain
is far higher than everywhere else; inward and outward investment prevails in
Britain as does resistance to taxation. Opposition to cuts in welfare spending is
more significant in France and Germany (where, however, it takes different
forms) than in Britain. Social indicators suggest other differences: a higher rate
of divorce and family break-ups in Britain; lower demographic growth in Italy,
Greece and Spain; lower female participation in the labour force in Holland;
and more part-time female work (and concentrated among the less skilled) in
Britain than in France. Ecology plays a far more important role in politics in
Germany and Sweden than in France or Spain. Feminism is stronger in Western
than in Eastern Europe.

The last 20 years witnessed the extraordinary ideological success of the
proponents of the liberalization of market forces and the effective termination
of the main European model of capitalist regulation, ‘national-Keynesianism’ –
a termination that many came to deplore (too late) after the upheaval caused by
the credit crunch of 2007–08 and the subsequent global downturn. ‘National-
Keynesianism’ assumed that national economic policy could be relatively
effective in determining major economic variables such as the balance of pay -
ments, interest rates, prices, growth and employment. Irrespective of separate
national traditions, economic particularities, contrasting social structures and
cultural differences, the nations of the world were being enjoined to deregulate
labour markets, to lower or eliminate tariffs, to privatize state property, to
eliminate subsidies and, in general, to let market forces operate with as few
impediments as possible. An international communication system, largely
originating in the West but global in its reach, enveloped the entire planet.
Consumption patterns were rapidly international ized: similar fast food outlets,
items of fashion and television programmes became available in New Delhi,
Tokyo, Rome, Paris, Moscow and Cairo. The spectacular development of the
internet further shortened distances and facilitated communications. A ‘grand
narrative’ of global proportion, unequalled in earlier times, established itself. It
told a story of progress that was sharply different from that told by the Left.
The Left narrative was one in which socialism was the natural successor to the
Enlightenment. A rational system of distributing resources and organizing the
economy would complete the work of democracy. Against this project, so
argued those on the Left, were ranked the forces of obscurantism and reaction,
those who wished to protect ancient privileges under new (capitalist) guises.

But the new grand neo-liberal narrative told a different story. According to
this, the world market was opening up an unprecedented era of individual
freedom. The state, by imposing rules and regulation, was holding back such
development. By taxing people it taxed enterprise, innovation and individual
effort. Socialism, in whatever form, had been defeated and deservedly so since
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it was and is, so they allege, illiberal, statist, dogmatic, rewards inefficiency and
penalizes initiative. Socialism, continued the neo-liberal narrative, has remained
anchored to a nation-state whose only useful tasks are now not much more
than maintaining law and order and defending the national territory. There
could be no global challenge to global market forces – only resurgent forms of
nationalism or the rise of different varieties of religious fundamentalism – paltry
local reactions rather than international countervail ing forces able to challenge
the Onward March of Capital.

It is, of course, far too early to establish whether the so-called credit crunch
of 2007–08 and the ensuing global economic crisis can lead to a revival of the
fortunes of social democratic parties and the abandonment of neo-liberalism.
The fact is that in the ten years following the peak of social-democratic electoral
and political gains there have been no major strides towards either strengthening
welfare states or redistribution, even in the economically strongest states.

Today the signs are ominous and disheartening for social democrats. This
may be surprising since it was widely assumed that the neo-liberal apologists of
deregulation would have been the ideological losers from the collapse of banks
and insurance companies and the unpopularity of incompetent bankers in
receipt of absurdly large bonuses. The wave of nationalization and state
intervention that followed the credit crunch of 2007–08 certainly humiliated
the neo-liberals when, as Stephen Foley pointed out in The Independent of 15
October 2008, startling and unexpected events unfolded, such as the
transformation of the US government under George W. Bush into the largest
shareholder in the American banking system. The humiliation for those who
had once been celebrated as the Masters of the Universe was compounded when
their unjustified greed was revealed – spectacularly so in the case of Richard
(Dick) Fuld, the Lehman Brothers’ chief executive, who admitted receiving
from his company $350 million in bonuses (and not $500 million as he had been
accused) between 1993 and 2007 – which works out at well over $10,000 per
working hour (the US federal minimum wage was, in July 2009, $7.25). Yet, his
main achievement appears to have been that of driving Lehman Brothers to the
largest corporate bankruptcy in recorded history. According to a report by
Jonathan D. Glater and Gretchen Morgenson in the New York Times of 15
September 2008, an institution with assets of $639 billion – more than the gross
domestic product of Argentina – was not worth anything at all by the second
half of 2008. In the USA the beneficiary of the crumbling of the neo-liberal
state may well have been the election of the most ‘left-wing’ president since
Roosevelt (though hardly a socialist as some of his opponents, such as the
Republican leader in the House of Representative John Boehner claimed in
March 2008). In Europe, however, the anxieties, so far, have been directed
elsewhere, namely towards strengthen ing the already substantial vote for the
parties of the xenophobic right. The left performed increasingly dismally and,
by the end of 2009, there will hardly be any socialist governments left in Europe
– a remarkable change since 1999.
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The global downturn, which so many have compared with the Great Crash
of 1929, far from representing a springboard for a revival of socialism has
confirmed the triumph of capitalism. A social order can be said to be truly
ensconced not when everyone celebrates its beneficial effects, its sturdiness and
strength, but when everyone rallies to its defence when it falters. The central
preoccupation of political forces everywhere was, in fact, how to save the
system. From Beijing to Washington through to London, Paris and Berlin left
and right were united by the understanding that the system had to be saved.
Few on the Left envisaged that a credible alternative to capitalism could be
erected after its failure, whereas the neo-liberal right, a little humbled, simply
kept a low profile ready to fight another day. The only threat to global capital -
ism came from its biggest supporters, the advocates of global deregulation, not
from social democrats. Social democrats had never tried to rock the boat when
it leaked but had done their best to find ways of keeping it afloat. They knew
that their past and future successes were closely connected not only to their
vision or their ability to obtain popular support but also to a multiplicity of
factors, including the wealth of the economy and the prevailing political ethos
and relative strength of capital and labour. For instance, in the nineteenth
century, though social democrats did not yet exist, the British working class
was large and well organized with, by the standards of the time, a long history
of struggles and militancy. No established party could ignore the workers. The
religious fragmentation of the country, especially of the working class, helped
prevent the formation of a religious party along the lines of continental
Christian democracy. The result was that, in the second half of the nineteenth
century, Liberals and Conservatives competed with each other for the support
of the labouring classes and incorporated in their own programme aspects of a
social democratic platform before that could find an outlet as an organized
political party. This helped delay the formation and growth of a large British
socialist party along the lines of the German Social Democratic Party. On the
continent, a similar process of co-option was under way: nation-building
required the incorporation of demands emerging from the lower classes and
took the form of what was called in Germany a form of ‘state socialism’ - built
by Bismarck and supported by the socialist leader Ferdinand Lassalle. Liberal,
conservative and nationalist parties were at the forefront of this movement.
Church-based parties eventually joined them, particularly when the Roman
Catholic Church, with the publication in 1891 of Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical
Rerum novarum, abandoned its intransigent defence of the ancient regime and
adopted a new position towards what it called the ‘social question’. 

It followed that it was no longer possible, if it ever was, to establish a clear
and permanent distinction between socialists and non-socialists in terms of
practical policies. The extension of democracy, the institution of the welfare
state, the control of the working day were socialist aims and policies, but one
can always find, at any moment, similar demands advanced and implemented
by non-socialist parties, be they right, centre, conservatives, liberal, Christian
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or nationalist. From the outset, ‘socialism’ was not the prerogative of
socialists.

It is true that socialists were forced, in their everyday practice, to trim their
demands and accept compromises, but so were the conservatives and liberals.
The extension of democracy and the advance of mass society meant that no
political party could hope to obtain sufficient support either by defending the
status quo in toto (the essential conservative position) or by proposing to return
to the status quo ante (the essential reactionary position). Reformism
triumphed. It was adopted by the most varied forces: in Germany by Bismarck
and later the Wilhelmine nationalists as well as the ‘social’ Christians of the
Zentrum party; in Italy by the majority wing of the Liberal Party (Giovanni
Giolitti) and the emerging forces of political Catholicism; in France by the
Radicals of the Third Republic; in Britain by both Disraeli’s and Salisbury’s
conservatives as well as Joseph Chamberlain, Gladstone, the New Liberals,
Asquith and Lloyd George; in Austria by the anti-Semitic Social Christians of
Karl Lüger and in Holland by the new confessional parties in alliance with the
more enlightened Liberals.

The success of reformist socialism, like the success of all political ideologies,
lay in the fact that it did not have a monopoly on what it stood for. In politics,
success consists of ensuring that what one thinks of as normal, desirable or
possible becomes the shared attitude, the common property of the entire polity.
To achieve this, however, it is necessary to formulate demands that are
detachable from the ideological package (the symbols and language) that
accompanies it. This can only be realized when the connection between
ideological values and practical policies is vague and loose, and thus ready to be
endlessly renegotiated. It is precisely because it is perfectly possible to be in
favour of adequate pensions without signing up to the end goal of socialism
that liberals and conservatives can fight for adequate pensions. Consistency and
coherence may enable small political sects to survive indefinitely, but they spell
certain ruin for parties and movements with real hegemonic ambitions.

The commitment of socialists to the state grew as these aims became more
significant and as the final aim of a post-capitalist state receded ever more into
the future. Universal suffrage made the state more receptive to demands that the
socialists made on behalf of all citizens. It also made it more legitimate and hence
more powerful. It enabled socialists to achieve political power by ‘capturing
the state machine’. This facilitated the implementation of the rest of their
reform programme – the regulation of the working day and the socialization of
some of the cost of production and reproduction. This transformed industrial
society.

It is thus hardly surprising that, as socialists proved successful in reforming
their capitalist societies, they were reluctant to let go of the existing regulatory
institutions – a large public sector, a powerful central bank, a mechanism of
exchange control, a complex system of subsidies and regional policies, and an
intricate mechanism for the control of the labour market. This regulatory aspect
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became the centre of all socialist policies towards capitalism and further reduced
the importance of the older goal of abolishing capitalism. The prosperity
associated with capitalist growth, the establishment of full employment, the
protective apparatus of the welfare state, the patent incapacity of communist
states to develop a consumer society comparable to those in the West, had
almost eliminated the deep-seated antagonism to capitalism that had existed
previously. Other political parties, such as those committed to Christian and
conservative values, which in the past had not been major proponents of
capitalism, discovered its virtues too. Thus, gradually but constantly, at varying
speeds depending on differing political conjunctures and, above all, on electoral
vicissitudes, the parties of the left dropped all their radical anti-capitalist
symbols. This process, generally referred to as revisionism, accelerated in the
late 1950s with the German SPD Bad Godesberg Congress culminating with
Tony Blair’s New Labour in 1997. By then free untrammelled market
capitalism had established itself as a major ideological strand in European
politics to an extent unparalleled in the past when, especially in Catholic Europe
(Spain, Portugal, Italy, Austria and southern Germany), the leading non-socialist
ideologies had always had a traditionalist form (Christian democracy), a
national-popular one (Gaullism), or an authoritarian-populist one (fascism).
Even in protestant Nordic countries, where the agrarian parties actively
cooperated in the establishment of social-democratic hegemony, neo-liberalism
acquired a significant position. In Britain - the original home of laissez-faire
ideology - free market liberalism gained a dominant position during the 1980s. 

The global downturn that followed the credit crunch of 2007–08 has been
greeted as a fundamental defeat for neo-liberalism, but it is unlikely that this
defeat will be more than temporary unless supra-national forms of regulation
can be established, which is a somewhat remote prospect given that the world
is still a world of nation-states and no world power is strong enough to impose
its will.

The difficulty facing those who still call themselves socialist is that, while
they need capitalism and the economic growth and prosperity it can generate,
capitalism does not need them. Capitalist societies can be organized in an
economically sustainable way by offering only minimal protection to some
marginal groups (the USA) or by devolving welfare activities to organizations
of civil society such as large firms, families and social groups (Japan). Moreover,
socialist leaders and followers are increasingly reluctant to identify with the
term socialism. No ideology can survive for long if its followers are embarrassed
to identify themselves with it.

The task of defending what I and others have called the ‘European social
model’ – an appellation that serves a purpose even though each European states
has its own ‘model’ – is all that remains of the social democratic agenda. How
far this largely defensive action can go will depend on how the global crisis,
which started in 2007–08, will develop. It will also depend on the longer term
effect of the shift of manufacturing outside Europe, principally to China.
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Though the connection between social democratic parties and the working class
had become looser over the years, there was still sufficient closeness with the
organized labour movement – the trade unions – to maintain a high degree of
continuity with the traditional socialist demands of the past. Nowadays,
European trade unions are weak, particularly in the private sector and there are
fewer industrial workers in Europe that at any time since the nineteenth
century. Union density has not collapsed, yet, but it is converging with that of
the USA, which is traditionally low. Comparative figures are not always reliable
because the grounds for memberships are not the same, for instance in some
countries, such as Italy, retired workers can remain union members, but the
trend is unmistakable:

Trade Union Density

Source: Jelle Visser, ‘Union Membership Statistics in 24 Countries’, Monthly Labor
Review, Vol. 129, No. 1, January 2006, pp.44–5.

The figures for Sweden and Denmark are much higher (though these have
declined too) suggesting that the Scandinavian model has better chances of
surviving. But this can offer few reasons for comfort. 

Faced with an international environment that has been and will continue to
be hostile to the survival of national welfare states, the parties of the Left have
adopted, more or less overtly, a defensive strategy. Its basic coordinates are an
acceptance that market forces should be regulated but not so that they make the
national economy uncompetitive; that the growth of public spending must be
contained – particularly after the drain on resources caused by the necessity of
having to save the financial system; that the welfare state can be defended but
not extended; that privatization may well be desirable; that equality, though
still appealing as a goal, may have to be tempered by electoral considerations;
and that, despite the rhetoric of coordination used in all international forums,
the power of international financial institutions cannot be contained. 

From this perspective, the prospects for the Left are dismal. Its parties have
been forced on the defensive and they have few new ideas to propose. A
defensive strategy can work only if it is temporary. The point of politics,
however, is to win and not to stand still.

O N E H U N D R E D Y E A R S O F S O C I A L I S Mxxii

Germany France Italy UK

1980 34.9 18.3 49.6 50.1
1993 31.8 9.6 39.2 36.1
2003 22.6 8.3 33.7 29.3
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The Hard Road to 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Establishment of Socialism 
Before 1914 

BY 1914 A sizeable labour or working-class movement existed in virtually all 
European countries. Although its politics was for the most part inspired by 
socialism, socialism was not its necessary precondition. Both within and 
beyond Europe there would have been an organized labour movement even 
without socialism. Prior to the First World War, Britain had no significant 
socialist parry. In the last quarter of the twentieth century, Japan has emerged 
as, arguably, the most successful capitalist country of the world, but has so 
far produced only a weak and ineffectual socialist party. 

Contrary to what virtually all socialists believed at the time, there was no 
necessary causal link between the rise of an organized labour movement and 
the ideology of socialism. As for the conjunction between socialism and 
industrialization, this was characteristic of only a fairly limited geographical 
area: continental Europe. Its subsequent diffusion outside Europe has been 
confined to countries without a significant industrial base and, hence, without 
a significant working-class movement (Australia and New Zealand provide 
the main exceptions). In continental Europe socialism was, so to speak, 
(captured' by Marxism which, at the turn of the century, dominated the 
labour movement. I am concerned here not with Marx's Marxism but with 
the interpretations of his doctrine which came to prevail in the socialist and 
social-democratic parties, i.e. what is sometime referred as 'vulgar Marxism' 
or the 'Marxism of the Second International'. The interpretation of 'Marxism' 
I am interested in is the one which strongly appealed to the leaders of the 
working-class movement and the activists who followed them. It was ob
viously a simplified version of Marx's work. Otto Bauer, the main theoretician 
of what would later be called 'Austro-Marxism', was quite candid about the 
necessity of such adaptation: 

From the history of the natural sciences and of philosophy many examples could 
be provided which show that the simplification and vulgarization of a new 
doctrine is nothing but a stage of its victorious advance, of its rise to general 
acceptance. 1 

The popular rendering of the new doctrine was diffused through the works 
of Kautsky and Bebel, which were read and distributed more widely than 
Marx's own works.2 
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In essence, pre-I914 vulgar Marxism, condensed into its essential outline, 
consisted of the following fairly simple propositions:3 

PROPOSITION ONE The present capitalist system is unfair. Its fundamental 
relation, the wage relation, is based on a contract between juridically equal 
parties, but this disguises a real inequality; the capitalists 'cheat' the workers 
by appropriating far more than they pay in wages and other necessary 
production costs. This special and statistically unquantifiable appropriation, 
called 'surplus-value' by Marxists, gives the owners of capital great wealth 
and control over the economic development of society. They thus appropriate 
not simply wealth but also power. 

PROPOSITION TWO History proceeds through stages. Each stage is 
characterized by a specific economic system to which corresponds a particular 
system of power and hence a specific ruling class. The present capitalist 
stage is not everlasting, but a transient historical phenomenon: the present 
ruling class will not rule for ever. 

PROPOSITION THREE Workers are a fundamentally homogeneous class, 
regardless of differences which may exist among them. All workers are united 
'in essence' by similar interests: to improve their conditions of life under 
capitalism; to struggle against the existing social order; and to overcome it 
by bringing about a new stage of history in which there can be 'real', and not 
merely formal, equality. It follows that workers must organize themselves 
into political parties and trade unions and reject any attempt to divide them. 

The first proposition embraces the Marxist economic theory of exploitation; 
the second is the so-called materialist conception of history; while the third, 
not really elaborated by Marx, was the product of the ideas and political 
prac,tice of the leaders of European socialism (especially in Germany) after 
Marx's death. 

On one level of analysis these propositions express a simple 'trinity': (I) 
a statement on the present: 'the existing social order is unfair'; (2) a statement 
on the future: 'the existing social order can be changed'; (3) a strategic 
statement on the transition from (I) to (2): 'fate alone will not bring about 
this transition, we must organize and act.' Belief in this 'trinity' (the religious 
expression is rather appropriate) is a necessary requirement for any social 
movement, socialist or otherwise, whose aim is to change the status quo. 
What gave the socialist movement its winning edge over other rivals within 
the working-class movement (e.g. anarchism) was that it had more powerful 
ideas regarding the third proposition of the trinity, the question of 'what is 
to be done?' that is, the strategic aspect. Socialism appeared to be better 
adapted than its rivals to the mode of organization of the working class into 
ever larger units of production and the forms of combination of workers, 
such as trade unions. Socialism distinguished itself from potential rivals (such 
as utopian movements) by looking frankly to the future and not harking 
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back to an idealized past; though as regards the future nothing more definite 
than vague generalities was ever said about the end of class society and the 
withering away of the state. Only after the Soviet Revolution would it be 
possible to point to a model of 'actually existing' socialism. 

All this was not enough to guarantee the ideological supremacy of socialist 
ideology within the working-class movement. This supremacy was largely 
due to the far-sighted political work of socialist activists. Like earlier 
revolutionaries and reformers they wanted to change society. They believed 
the fundamental agency of change to be the working class, and in a sense 
this act of identification was also one of creation. The socialist activists 
understood, more or less instinctively, that the working class represented a 
social subject with tremendous political potentialities. In today's language we 
could say that the great intuition of the first socialist activists was that they 
had identified a ~new political subject' with definite potential aspirations, able 
to produce a coherent set of political demands for both the short and the 
long term. If politics is an art, then this was one of its masterpieces. Socialist 
politics and the socialist movement could comprehend the most varied issues: 
short-term demands such as an in1provement in working conditions; national 
reforms such as pension schemes; comprehensive schemes such as economic 
planning and a new legal system; major political changes such as expansion 
of the suffrage; utopian projects such as the abolition of the state, etc. All 
these demands could be embodied into a single overarching project in spite 
(perhaps because) of their contradictory nature. 

By thinking of the working class as a political class, ascribing to it a 
specific politics and rejecting the vaguer categories ('the poor') of earlier 
reformers, the pioneers of socialism thus virtually 'invented' the working 
class. Those who define, create. 'Democratic~ politics, that is, modern mass 
politics, is a battlefield in which the most important move is that which 
decides what the battle is about, what the issue is. To be able to define the 
contending parties, nan1e them and thus establish where the barricades should 
go up, or where the trenches should be dug, gives one a powerful and at 
times decisive advantage. This is what all major movements for social change 
have had to do. Although Marxism attempted to elaborate a theoretical 
definition of the working class - propertyless producers of surplus separated 
from the means of production - in practice this was never seriously used to 
define the proletariat politically. Self-definition was always more important. 
For example, on 19 April 189 I in Castelfiorino, a small town in the heart of 
Tuscany, where the prevailing social group was made up of sharecroppers, a 
group of \vorknlen' signed a May Day lnanifesto in which they invited the 
local population to join them in a banquet to celebrate May Day, the feast 
day designated 'exclusively' for workers, under the banner of ~unity makes us 
strong'.4 The workmen who signed this appeal, and who identified then1selves 
completely with the cause of the worklng class, were not factory workers, 
producers of surplus value, exploited by capital-owning entrepreneurs. They 
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were a blacksmith, a printer, a bricklayer, a shoe-maker, a carpenter, and so 
forth. All were self-employed, all were their own bosses, all in Marxist 
terms - petty bourgeois. Nevertheless, they remained certain that their cause 
was the same as that of the workers, indeed that they were workers. 

To say that the working class was 'invented' is not to claim that its members 
did not exist. Practically 'all observers of the working class were agreed that 
"the proletariat" was very far from being a homogeneous mass, even within 
single nations.'s What existed was a vast array of different occupations ranked 
by skills, divided by territories, separated by nationalities, often segregated 
sexually or racially, secluded from each other by religion, traditions, prejudice, 
constantly reorganized by technological developments. These fragments were 
given an ideological cohesion and an organizational unity. Class consciousness 
was constructed by political activists, just as nationalism was constructed by 
nationalists, feminism by feminists, racism by racists.6 This process does not, 
of course, depend solely on activism. For the activists to be successful, they 
must build on real foundations, not on thin air. The appeal must be recognized 
and interiorized. As Machiavelli explained, the Prince, to be successful, must 
rely not only on his own skills, his virtu, but also on objective circumstances, 
on his jortl1na. 

If the hegemony achieved by socialism was due in decisive part to its 
superior understanding of Proposition Three of the 'trinity' (strategy), the 
victory of Marxism in the socialist movement of continental Europe was 
almost certainly due to its superior handling of Propositions One and Two 

that is, to the fact that it had the best available theory of exploitation and 
the best available theory of history. These theories gave powerful intellectual 
backing to the moral outrage arising from the iniquities of capitalism and to 
the hope that a system which ought to disintegrate would eventually do so. 
It was important that the theories provided by Marxism should be strong 
and sophisticated enough to appeal to the intellectual-minded, while being 
amenable to simplification and diffusion at a mass level by the socialist 
activists who were the real NCOs of the movement. The fact that the 'theory 
of history' of Marxism (the succession of stages, the inevitability of socialism) 
could be presented in a positivist light that is, as a science on a par with 
Darwinism contributed considerably to its success. Those who detested 
capitalism could not avoid being encouraged by reading in I<autsky's The 
Class Struggle that 'Irresistible economic forces lead with the certainty of 
doom to the shipwreck of capitalistic production.'7 Most radical intellectuals 
at the end of the nineteenth century were totally committed to the positivist 
notion that the only true knowledge was scientific and that the methods of 
the natural sciences could be imported into the study of society. They would 
not have taken so readily to an overtly anti-positivist doctrine. 

Of course, the diffusion of Marxism towards the end of the last century 
was helped by other factors. The prolonged crisis of profitability which caused 
such doom-laden predictions about the destiny of capitalism between 1873 
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and 1896 (the putative 'Great Depression') encouraged its enemies. However, 
more important must have been the relative success of socialism in organizing 
a significant sector of the working class, thereby forcing its opponents to 
view it seriously or make attempts either to suppress it, or to offer con
cessions. Often they were forced to do both. 

Marxism expanded rapidly throughout the European Left after it became, 
in 189 I ,the official ideology of the most successful socialist party of the 
time, the German Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD). The 
diffusion of Marxism in the SPD was in part a response to Bismarck's anti
socialist legislation (1878), while its official 'adoption' occurred immediately 
after the German Reich had more or less been forced to withdraw in 1890.8 

In 1895 Engels congratulated the SPD for the intelligent way in which it 
used universal (manhood) suffrage ('a new weapon, and one of the sharpest') , 
resulting in a remarkable expansion of the social-democratic vote: 'they have 
used the franchise in a way which has paid them a thousandfold and has 
served as a model to the workers of all countries.' 'The irony of world 
history turns everything upside down,' :tYIarx's old friend added. 'We the 
"revolutionaries", the "rebels" we are thriving far better on legal methods 
than on illegal methods and revolt.'9 

The Sllccess of the SPD had been decisive. It initiated a phase in which 
most European socialist parties were formed and expanded rapidly. Most 
were founded between 1890 and 1900, but their electoral strength varied 
considerably. Neither the date of creation of the socialist party, nor its electoral 
strength correlates with the level of industrialization or the size of the 
working-class electorate. In fact, the statistical correlation is negative (see 
Table 1. I). Italy's socialist party, established in 1892, had conquered one-fifth 
of the electorate by 1904, while Great Britain, \vith a far stronger industrial 
base, a more developed and more ancient trade union movement, had no 
significant socialist party until 1900 (or even 1918) and its pre-1918 electoral 
peak was a paltry 7 per cent (19 I 0). Clearly, a more important determinant 
of electoral strength than the level of industrialization was the introduction 
of universal manhood suffrage or competition from parties which could, 
conceivably, promote some of the demands of the working class (e.g. the 
British Liberals). This suggests that the key factors in the deve10ptnent of 
socialist parties were political, rather than social or economic. Table I. I gives 
a general comparative perspective of the expansion of socialist parties before 

19 18 . 
The 'hegemonic' role of the German SPD in the European socialist 

movement cannot be attributed solely to its great electoral success. As the 
figures show, the socialist parties of Belgium, Sweden, Finland and Denmark 
were as strong or stronger than the SPD; but parties in small and politically 
peripheral countries can never hope to play an international role. Had the 
first communist revolution occurred in, say, Bulgaria, it would never have 
become the first great international Inode1 for the construction of socialiSln 
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Table 1.1 Socialis t parties, basic data, c. 1880-r 9 I 8 

Year Universal Workforce Pre~I9Oo Pre~I918 

founded manhood engaged in electoral electoral 
suffrage industry peak peak 

(%) (%) (%) 

Austria 1889 1907'!i 23· 5 (1910) nla 25·4 (19 11 ) 

Belgium 1885 IS93b 45. 1 (19 10) 8·5 (IS 96) 3°·3 (19 14) 
Denmark 1876-S 19O1 14.0 (x 91 I) 19·, (19°1) 29.6 (19 13) 
Finland 1899 1906d 11.1 (1910) nla 47·3 (19 16) 
France 190 5

c 1848 29·5 (1906) nla 16.8 (19 14) 
Germany 1875e 1871 39. 1 (19°7) 19·7 (189°) 34.8 (19 12) 
Holland 1894 1917 32" S (190 9) 3.0 (IS 97) ILl (19°5) 
Italy 1892 I9 19

f 26.8 (191 I) 6.8 (1895) 2l.3 (19°4) 
Norway lS87 189sg 26.0 (19 10) 0·3 (1894) p.l (19 1 5) 
Sweden 1889 19°7 24·7 (19 10) ,·5 (19°2.) ,6·4 (19 14) 
UK 1900- 6 19 1 Sb. h 44.6 (19 11 ) 1.3 (1900) 7.0 (19 10) 

Notes: a In the German~speaking parts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire (roughly corres
ponding to modern Austria). b Some double votes. C In 1905 various socialist groupings 
formed the SFIO. d Suffrage was granted to men and women, thus making Finland the 
first country in Europe to achieve true universal suffrage even though it was a Grand 
Duchy of the Tsar. e Year in which the Social-Democratic Workers' Party (the so-called 
Eisenachers), led by W. Liebnecht and A. Bebel, joined forces with the General Association 
of German Workers (which had been founded by Lassalle) to form the SPD. f The 1912 
law enfranchised all men over 30, all those who completed military service and all literate 
men over 2 I. g Those in receipt of public assistance could not vote. h Women over ;0 
were enfranchised if they (or their husbands) were householders. Note that the 1884 
legislation enfranchised five-sixths of the adult male population. 

Sources: Year of foundation of the various socialist parties and organizations 111 Stefano 
Bartolini, 'I primi movimenti socialisti in Europa. Consolidamento organizzativo e mobilita
zione politica') in RiIJista itct/iana di sciettza politiea, Vol. XXIII, no.1., August 199;, p. 245. 
Electoral data in Thomas T. ~{ackie and Richard Rose, The International Almanac 0/ Electoral 
His/ot], :r-..facmillan, London 1974. Data on industrial workforce in Peter Flora et al., State, 
Econom), and SocieD' in JPCstern Europe 181Jr197f. A Data Handbook, Campus Verlag, Macmillan 
Press and St James Press, Frankfurt, London and Chicago 1987, Vol. 2, chapter 7. 

even if it had, improbably, survived. This is not to deny the important role 
the Swedish 'model' of socialism or the Cuban 'tTIodel' of communism have 
played in their respective geographical areas. 

The emergence of the SPD as the key party of the Second International 
was due to a unique combination of circutTIstances: the SPD operated in 
what was by then the strongest country in Europe, having more steel and 
more soldiers than Britain. Germany thus became a 'model' of development 
for other countries. Culturally, and especially in the social sciences and 
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philosophy, Germany had no rivals. The SPD was unquestionably the best 
organized socialist patty in Europe. It was electorally stronger than most 
other socialist parties at an earlier stage; in fact, in the same year as the 
Reichstag refused to rene\v the anti-socialist laws (1890), the SPD had become, 
in percentage terms, the largest party in Germany (due to the first-past-the
post system, it became the first party in the Reichstag with 110 seats only in 
1912). The rapid development of the SPD as a mass party was not only due 
to the ability of its leaders or the size of the working class. Its mass basis 
was connected to specific German factors which also led to the formation 
of a mass party of the Catholics, the Zentrumspartei (Centre Party). Both 
these parties 'considered themselves largely outside the course of political 
life in Imperial Germany'.10 By 1914 the SPD had one million members, but 
the Centre Party was not far behind with 850,000.11 By contrast, the French 
SFIO was not a mass party; but then there were no lnass parties in France. 

During the period of anti-socialist legislation many of its leaders and 
intellectuals operated fronl Zurich, which was then the foremost meeting 
place for exiled radical students and thinkers from the Tsarist Empire, from 
the Balkans and even from the USA. They were thus ideally situated for an 
accelerated diffusion of SPD ideas. '2 Zurich is where I<arl I<autsky had moved 
in 1880. There he started working with Eduard Bernstein who, in 1881, 
became the editor of the SPD's monthly, the Sozialdemocrat. 13 The programme 
of the SPD, the Erfurt Programme, jointly drafted by I<autsky and Bernstein 
and adopted in 1891, becalne one of the n10st widely read texts of socialist 
activists throughout Europe. I<autsky's commentary, The Class Struggle, was 
translated into sixteen languages before 1914 and became the accepted popular 
stlmma of Marxism. Editor-in-chief and founder of Netle Zeit, the monthly 
theoretical organ of the SPD, I<autsky enjoyed inco111parable prestige and 
was much admired by Lenin. As Haupt has written: 'In Budapest, I<autsky 
was called "the revered old 01aster", and the further one went into South 
Eastern Europe, the more adnliration turned into infatuation and even into 
a cult.'14 

~1ost social-democratic parties were created after the Gern1an SPD and 
followed its lead as a 'model' for instance, the Austrian (1889), the Swedish 
(1889) and the Swiss parties (1888). At its Tenth Congress (25-2.6 March 
1894), the Parti Ouvrier Belge (POB) adopted the CIJatte de Qtltlregnon, a 
progranlme drafted by Emile Vandervelde, which would remain its basic 
manifesto uncil the end of the following century. It was as influenced by 
Gern1an social den10cracy as by French radicalisn1. It began with a general 
statement of values, rather than with a ~'farxist-style analysis of capitalist 
society as did'the Erfun Progratntnc. 15 Its Walloon 111cmbers were particularly 
influenced by the French revolutionary tradition of Fourier, Blanc and 
Proudhon. '6 The fundamental trait which united this party was a staunch 
anti-clericalis111. This led Belgian social denl0cracy, after the \var, to forge 
links with the pro-capitalist Liberal Party, otherwise quite distant (especially 
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in economic policy), while confessional Christian parties (especially in 
Flanders) developed a social outlook and a solid base in the working class. 
The Norwegian Labour Party (founded in 1887) like its Danish counterpart 
- took its programme straight from the SPD. Even the Finnish Social
Democratic Party, which might have been expected to be somewhat influenced 
by Russian Marxism (Finland being under the rule of the Tsar), drew its 
main inspiration from the Germans. 17 The small parties of south-east Europe 
were the most loyal disciples of the SPD. Their socialist intellectuals, seduced 
by the scientific claims of :rY1arxism, were attracted by the rigorous exposition 
of it provided by Kautsky's SPD. 18 

There are good reasons why the French socialists could not offer a model 
to rival the SPD, in spite of the French revolutionary tradition. 19 They were 
weak in theory and organizationally divided. The painful and difficult revival 
of working-class activity in France after the crushing of the Paris Commune, 
and the persecutions which followed, failed to help the socialist movement 
to cohere and develop.20 

French socialism was chronically split along organizational and ideological 
lines. There was little ground between the followers of Fourier (utopian 
socialists), Saint-Simon (technocrats), Louis Blanc (reformists) and Auguste 
Blanqui (insurrectionists).21 By 1911 France had only one million organized 
workers, while the German and British trade unions had around three million 
members. The real 'magnetic pole' (both repelling and attracting) round which 
the French socialist party eventually emerged was the Parti Ouvrier Fran<;ais 
(POF), founded in 1879 by Jules Guesde with a vulgarized Marxism as its 
guide and German social democracy as its model. 22 Other tendencies joined 
forces with it under the banner of the SFIO (Section Fran<;aise de 
l'Internationale Ouvriere). To the 'Guesde-style' Marxism, with its emphasis 
on the revolutionary overthrow of the capitalist state, was added the French 
revolutionary tradition, with its pronounced distrust of organization, strong 
taste for direct democracy and virulent anti-cleticalism.23 

The outlook of the two main figures of the new socialist party, Guesde 
and Jean Jaures, differed sharply in many respects, though, like many French 
socialists, they had both come to politics through the ranks of free-thinking 
(and Freemason) radicalism.24 Jaures had been a drryfusard, while Guesde and 
his POF remained neutral during the entire Dreyfus affair on the grounds 
that this was merely a dispute within the ranks of the bourgeoisie. Unlike 
Guesde, Jaures felt that socialism had to be adapted to 'our political and 
economic conditions, to the traditions, ideas and spirit of our country'. Only 
after it had become organizationally united as a single party under Jaures did 
French socialism acquire some standing ids-ii-vis its more influential Getman 
'rival'.2s Such prestige owed more to its being French than to its effective 
strength: unlike the SPD, the SFIO was organized on a local basis, had no 
factory groups and was more an electoral front than a party. Factionalism 
was so rife that the first law on workers' pensions was supported by twenty-
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five socialist deputies (led by Jaures), while twenty-seven opposed it, and the 
rest (including Guesde and Vaillant) abstained. 

In these years French socialism made no contribution to Marxism at all; 
few of Marx's works had been translated and the socialist press hardly ever 
discussed them.26 It was its lack of theoretical distinction which prevented 
the expansion of French socialism even into countries profoundly influenced 
by French culture, such as Ron1ania. 27 Why France, which has contributed so 
much to political thought, did not produce Marxist theorists of any calibre, 
not even of the level of J<autsky and Bernstein, is an unanswered question. 
Son1e argue that an obstacle to the diffusion of Marxism was that it gave 
excessive priority to the factory proletariat; this could not appeal to the 
largely urban petty bourgeoisie and craft artisans who still made up the 
French 'working class'.28 However, as we have seen, the fact that Italy was 
even less developed than France did not prevent the developn1ent of a thriving 
Italian Marxism. There is no strong correlation between theoretical and 
economic developments. Others suggest that French Marxists were dis
advantaged because - unlike those of Germany they had to compete with 
a vibrant radical republican tradition. 29 However, on the same grounds Britain 

as deprived as Germany should have produced leading Marxist theorists. 
Portelli has argued that the weakness was due to the organizational split 
between the SFIO and the trade unions (the CGT).30 That being deprived of 
a union base leads to theoretical weakness remains to be proven. This, 
however, highlights one of the most striking specificities of the French 
Socialist Party: it never had any close links with the trade unions because the 
CGT, imbued with revolutionary syndicalism, had rejected formal links with 
organized political parties. 

In spite of this, elsewhere in Southern Europe the French pattern (though 
not necessarily French socialist thought) did have some importance. In Spain 
the Partido Socialista Obrero Espanol (PSOE), founded in 1879, was heavily 
influenced by Guesdism, taken to be orthodox Marxism. Revolutionary 
rhetoric, as usual, gave way to practical reformism, especially after the success 
in the municipal elections of 1890 and the parliamentary elections of 19 I 0 
(in alliance with the republicans).31 Like the French party (but unlike the 
Inilian), the PSOE would never produce a socialist thinker of any stature. In 
fact, the Marxist parties of the Second International were not, on the whole, 
led by intellectuals and paid little attention to theorists. Outside the German
speaking world and the Russian en1pire, socialist leaders were content with 
reproducing the main tenets of the doctrine. 

Italian socialism, however, did produce a notable thinker, Antonio Labriola. 
But his influence on the new socialist party, founded in Genoa in 1892, was 
minimal, which is probably why he refused to join it. There were deep 
cultural differences between him and most of the socialist leadership group 
around Filippo Turati. Labriola was a southern intellectual, whose theoretical 
mentors were Hegel and Herbart, while Turati and company were pragmatic 
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northerners and convinced positivists (Labriola held the not unreasonable 
view that modern positivism was a form of bourgeois cretinism), who took 
their lead from the German socialists.32 Labriola understood the prominence 
of the 'Southern Question'. The others, like their bourgeois opponents, did 
not. 

As elsewhere, the main disputes within the party arose not from theoretical 
questions, but from practical issues and particularly whether socialists should 
co-operate with non-socialist forces in order to extract reforms and con
cessions. At the Eighth Congress of the Italian Socialist Party (1904), the 
majority motion declared: 'the class struggle does not permit supporting any 
governmental initiative or sharing in political power.'33 In reality, Italian 
socialists co-operated in varying degrees \vith other parties. The justification 
was that the peculiar conlplexity of the Italian social structure (backwardness 
of the south, feudal residues, divisions within the other classes, the radical 
nature of some segments of the petty bourgeoisie, etc.) was such that a 
totally intransigent line was unrealistic.34 This appeal to an alleged Italian 
specificity runs throughout the history of the Italian Left. 

The political strategy of Italy's ruling class and its ablest leader, Giovanni 
Giolitti, included attempting to involve the socialists in the existing system 
of power. This could be achieved by adopting some of the 'more reasonable' 
(Giolitti's words) aspects of the socialist party's minimum programme, as 
well as abandoning repression.35 A similar tactic of co-optation (what Antonio 
Gramsci would later call a 'passive revolution') had been tried by other far
sighted representatives of the bourgeois order: Bismarck, Disraeli and 
Gladstone. What was special about the Italian case was that its bourgeoisie 
was chronically weak and internally divided. Thus it could not hope to co-opt 
the labour movement by welfare policies (like the British Liberals), or by 
anti-clerical radical politics (like the French). The socialists could not openly 
accept Giolitti's deal: they were not strong enough to compromise effectively. 
But they were not weak either: underdeveloped Italy could boast a socialist 
party with three million votes, an unusually strong influence, comparatively 
speaking, among land labourers, a well-developed complex network similar 
to that of the SPD and, unlike the British and French Left, trade unions, 
Chambers of Labours, case del popolo or 'people's homes', and co-operatives, 
in addition to a flourishing 'municipal socialism' which led to the conquest, 
by 19I4, of major cities such as Bologna and Milan.36 

Practically every section of the European Left could invoke some national 
peculiarity to explain its own deviancy from what was thought to be the 
norm. Marx's analysis of capitalisnl provided an abstract model of which all 
capitalist countries were but an approximation, and the socialist movement 
had produced a number of deo1ands uniformly applicable to all countries 
such as the eight-hour day (which in turn assumed standardization of labour) 
and universal suffrage. But no existing country was purely capitalist and no 
socialist movement could have emerged fully artned and fully grown outside 
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the specific national tradition which, in reality, had shaped it. Thus, in the 
world of the empirical as opposed to that of the theoretical, deviancy and 
abnormality were the norm. Europe was full of special cases. Germany was 
not the only one to have had a Sondenveg; the English were not alone in 
musing on their peculiarities.37 

While the Italians were preoccupied with proclaiming their peculiarities at 
every congress, the Finns might well have pointed out that their socialist 
party was largely developed from a temperance movement which at the 
beginning of the century still had a larger mass base than the party. Further
more, the Finnish Social Democratic Party, although formally adhering to 
the strictest of Marxist views and incorporating all the concrete demands of 
the SPD Erfurt Programme into its own, never discussed the major issues 
of interest to European Marxists such as militarism, war and imperialism.38 

It was in fact a party of agrarian socialism: at the first general election (19°7) 
it obtained a higher percentage of the rural vote (38 per cent) than of the 
urban (34 per cent).39 

The leading candidate for the position of 'most anomalous Left' in Europe 
was and has perhaps remained the British. Prior to 1914, socialism itself did 
not achieve much popularity among the working class and it took longer to 
become accepted as the ideology of the labour movement than anywhere 
else in Europe. Those who were in favour of socialism were reluctant to call 
themselves socialists for fear of being unpopular. Thus the first socialists, 
who were overwhelmingly middle-class and included some notably eccentric 
characters, remained few and their organizations tiny, in spite of powerful 
trade unions (which were led, on the whole, by non-socialist trade unionists 
of impeccable proletarian extraction).40 H. M. Hyndman, a stockbroker, started 
the Democratic Federation in 1881 on 'Marxist' lines. Hyndman himself was 
a jingoist, an anti-Semite and an imperialist.41 This did not prevent his group 
from becoming Britain's first socialist party in 1884 when it changed its 
name to the Social Denl0cratic Federation (SDF). It achieved very little other 
than providing a training for a succession of gifted working-class activists -
an achievement not to be disparaged - and acting as the main progenitor of 
the British Communist Party.42 Willian1 Morris, the wealthy writer and artist, 
had joined Hyndman at first, but then left to found the Socialist League, an 
organization which did not survive Morris's death in 1896. The Fabian Society, 
founded in 1884, was an entirely middle-class intellectual organization which 
drew its main inspiration from the British radical utilitarian tradition, was 
never Marxist and opposed the forn1ation of an independent socialist party. 
The report it presented to the 1896 Congress of the International (drafted 
by George Bernard Shaw) asserted that the Society cared 'nothing by what 
name any party calls itself, or what principles, Socialist or other, it professes, 
but lhas] regard solely to the tendency of its actions, supporting those which 
make for Socialism and Denlocracy, and opposing those which are reaction
ary', thus siding explicitly with those socialists who were prepared to support 
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progressive 'bourgeois' reforms. Like Bernstein (who was certainly influenced 
by the Fabians, and formulated his so-called 'revisionism' while living in 
London between 1888 and 19'01), they did not believe in any inevitable 
collapse of capitalism: 'The Fabian Society therefore begs those Socialists 
who are looking forward to a sensational historical crisis, to join some other 
Society.'43 The Scottish Labour Party, founded by the miner I<eir Hardie in 
1888, was not at first socialist. It was one of the constituent groups of the 
Independent Labour Party (ILP) , at whose founding conference (1893) a 
proposal to include the term socialist in the title was rejected, because it was 
felt that neither the electorate nor the trade unions would approve. 

In 1900 the unions, together with the ILP, the SDF and the Fabians, set 
up the Labour Representation Committee: 'Yet the trade unionists who ac
cepted the LRC were in the main at heart still Liberals not socialist.'44 It was 
not until February 1918 that a Labour Party was constituted on a solid 
national basis with an unambiguously socialist, though appropriately vague, 
indication of the final aim of the movement: 'To secure for the producers by 
hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry, and the most equitable 
distribution thereof that may be possible, upon the basis of the common 
ownership of the means of production and the best obtainable system of 
popular administration and control of each industry and service' - the famous 
fourth paragraph of Clause Four of the patty statute drafted by Sidney Webb. 
It was only then that the British labour movement entered the mainstream 
of European socialism. Its singularity was that, while its continental 
counterparts had revolutionary goals co-existing with a reformist practice, 
the Labour Party was born with reformist goals. It adopted the post-capitalist 
aim of common ownership in 1918 partly as a radical response to the birth 
of Soviet communism, partly as an afterthought.45 

The prestige of German social democracy meant that its internal theor
etical disputes would be a matter for debate throughout European socialism 
just as, years later, the internal vicissitudes of the Bolsheviks would have a 
correspondingly wide impact on the rest of the international communist 
movement. The co-ordinates of 'vulgar' Marxism delineated at the beginning 
of this chapter define in rough outline I<autsky's Marxism, i.e. the ruling 
orthodoxy. Bernstein's challenge occurred at precisely the moment when the 
SPD had successfully emerged from the period of anti-socialist legislation 
and was developing into a formidable force in German politics. Bernstein's 
position, expressed between 1896 and 1898 in articles in Neue Zeit (published 
in 1899 in Die Voratlsset~tngen des SozialisfI1t1s fwd die Attjgaben der Sozialdemokratie, 
'The preconditions for socialism and the tasks of social democracy>; the title 
of the English edition was Evolutionary Socialism), advanced a substantial 
modification of hitherto existing socialist positions, on the grounds that 
capitalism had reached a new stage which had not been foreseen by Marx. 
This situation required not just adaptation of the current doctrine, but a 
~irastic change. 
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Bernstein's denunciation of armed struggle was not the main focus of his 
attack on orthodoxy. Far more important was his critique of the two theses 
which were closely associated with I<autsky's Marxism and which were pivotal 
to the Erfurt Programme, namely the 'collapse theory' and the 'pauperization 
thesis'.46 

What was particular about the new stage of capitalism? The system, claimed 
Bernstein, had developed a structure capable of self-regulation; in other words, 
it ·was able to avoid crises. Secondly, the development of parliamentary 
democracy enabled the working class to struggle against the bourgeoisie in 
conditions of legality and equality; power could thus be achieved peacefully 
and within the existing state. Finally, Bernstein identified new tendencies: the 
development of a complex banking system, the growth of monopolies 
(cartels), and the vast development in communications. He noted that even 
though there was a growing concentration in the industrial, distribution and 
agricultural sectors, there was also a parallel expansion of small and medium
sized firms everywhere in Western Europe and North America, contrary to 
what Marxist doctrine had projected.47 There was also a growth of inter
mediate social groups which, he claimed, had a stabilizing function - rather 
than a rapid polarization of society. 

Bernstein further maintained, wrongly, as it turned out, that capitalism 
had somehow succeeded in avoiding crises: 'Signs of an economic world-wide 
crash of unheard-of violence have not been established, nor can one describe 
the improvement of trade in the intervals between the crises as particularly 
short-lived.'48 The expansion of international trade, the growth in com
n1unication and the improvement in transportation increased the chance of 
avoiding prolonged economic disequilibria. It was Bernstein's view that the 
great wealth of European industrial states, the flexibility of credit systems 
and the birth of industrial cartels had the effect of restricting the impact of 
local crises, making future econon1ic crises unlikely.49 

Bernstein's attack on MarxislTI challenged the relationship between theory 
and practice as it had hitherto been understood. The theory had linked the 
distant goal of socialism to the critique of present-day society by postulating 
a strategy which required the coupling of the everyday struggle for political 
in1proven1ents with the longer-tern1 strategy. It was felt that only the final 
aim, the Endzie~ could define the operating principles for current political 
practice. Bernstein sought to break this coupling. Not only did the everyday 
struggle not require a long-ternl perspective, but to hold on to such an 
irrelevancy would endanger or weaken the everyday struggle. Socialism was 
not a goal but a never-ending process. As he put it in his much-quoted 
phrase: 

I frankly admit that I have extraordinarily little feeling for, or interest in, what is 
usually termed 'the final goal of socialism'. This goal, whatever it may be, is 
nothing to me, the movement is everything. And by movement I mean both the 
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general movement of society i.e. social progress, and the political and economic 
agitation and organisation to bring about this progress.50 

Bernstein and his doctrine were roundly condemned at the 1899 and 1903 
SPD conferences and, shortly afterwards, by virtually all parties of the 
International convened at the Amsterdam Congress (August 1904). This, 
however, did not reflect the ambivalence many felt towards the orthodox 
position. The 'practical men of the party', i.e. the trade union leaders, were 
Bernstein's main supporters. 51 They were just beginning to establish themselves 
'as the full equals of the party leaders and soon began to apply pressures on 
the party to curb its left-wing radicals'. 52 

Socialists in other countries were more gradualist it fa Bernstein than their 
rhetoric appeared to indicate. For example, when the S'wedish Social Demo
cratic Party adopted its first independent programme in 1897, Bernstein's 
criticiSlns of the doctrine of pauperization - according to which the majority 
of workers would grow poorer and the wealthy richer - were not entirely 
ignored. The programme seems at first sight a faithful copy of the Erfurt 
Programme, which is not surprising because since 1886 the Swedish leader, 
Hjalmar Branting, had accepted wholesale the materialist conception of 
history, the labour theory of value, the doctrine of capital concentration and 
the theory of pauperization. The programme eventually adopted, however, 
coming as it did in the middle of the Bernstein-Debatte, contains no clause on 
pauperization.53 In France Jaures sided with neither I<autsky nor Bernstein. 
Although he had much in common with the latter, he remained firmly of the 
opinion that the final goal of the movement had to be maintained as a 
symbolic guide to practical action. 54 In Italy the majority took the side of 
I<autsky, but the pro-Bernstein reforn1ist minority was influential. Its leading 
lights, Ivanoe Bonomi and Leonida Bissolati, wanted the total abandonment 
of the ideological tradition of the party: Marxism, and perhaps even socialism, 
belonged to the past. They were, declared Bissolati at the Eighth Party 
Congress (1904), 'old formulae overtaken by events,.55 Socialism had ac
complished its historical task. This was not the establishment of a socialist 
society, but the conquest of citizenship rights (achieved so they thought -
with the introduction of universal manhood suffrage).56 

Contrary to general belief, the question of arn1ed insurrection was less 
significant than these doctrinal disputes. Armed insurrection was not system
atically advocated as a strategy by any of the leading members of social 
democracy in countries in which legal work was possible. Even those who 
did subscribe to violent revolution regarded it as a tactic for the future, on 
the grounds that the bourgeoisie would not give up power without a struggle. 
In other words, violent revolution was not required by anything inherent in 
capitalism. Its adoption as a road to power would be determined by the 
political conditions prevailing at the time. I<autsky had gradually come to the 
conclusion that violent revolution depended on the particular situation, and 
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especially on whether there existed legal and peaceful means to achieve the 
conquest of power. 57 Before 1917 Marxists never ruled out the possibility of 
the state in the period of transition to socialism the famous, much debated 
and ill-defined concept of 'the dictatorship of the proletariat' - assuming the 
parliamentary form. I(autsky, writing on parliamentarism in 1893, declared: 'a 
genuine parliamentary regime can be just as good an instrument for the 
dictatorship of the proletariat as it is an instrument for the dictatorship of 
the bourgeoisie.'58 

In France, too, the main dispute within the SFIO was never over the 
question of armed insurrection. As elsewhere, the major arguments were 
over whether socialists should participate in government at. local or central 
levels with other political parties, or over the socialists' attitude to war. 59 On 
the first question the decision of Alexandre Millerand to participate in the 
Waldeck-Rousseau government of 1899 \vas eventually opposed even by his 
supporters, such as Jaures. As to war, the traditional Jacobin view, epitomized 
by Guesde, that socialists had to be ready to fight in defence of the French 
Republic, was accepted by Jaures who, while believing that 'war is evil', 
rejected the Marxian idea that workers had no country: 'If our country were 
threatened,' he said, \ve would be the first at the border to defend France 
whose blood runs through our veins.'60 The irony is, of course, that in 1914 
French socialism had to perform a l)olte-face: to support the war it entered the 
government. 

Until then, however, non-involvelnent in government was a strongly held 
view throughout European socialism. In Holland, by 1913 the socialists had 
a chance to participate in government but they deliberately refused to take 
it. 61 In Sweden the social-democratic leader was able to enter Parliament in 
1897 with Liberal support (he was the sole socialist deputy until 1903, when 
he \vas joined by three others) and, in 1914, the party agreed to support the 
neutralist policies of the Liberal government. But it entered the coalition in 
1917 with great reluctance. 62 By then, of course, the taboo had been broken 
by the active involvetnent of French and German socialists in the war 
coalition. 

Violent revolution did not become a matter of principle even in countries 
where the socialist moven1ent operated in conditions of illegality. In the 
Tsarist empire the Bolsheviks were prepared to use all available legal forms 
as well as extra-legal ones. Lenin, often seen as an intransigent proponent of 
violent revolution, never advocated it as a matter of principle or at all times. 
When, in 1904, the then Menshevik paper Iskra called on the workers 'to 
seize the branch offices of the State Bank and the n1unition stores and arm 
the people', Lenin disagreed: 'if Social Democracy sought to make the socialist 
revolution its immediate aim, it would assuredly discredit itself.'63 The in1age 
of Lenin as a fundamental insurrectionist is quite false. For hitn (as for 
I<autsky) questions of violence, preventive civil war, etc. could not be decided 
in advance.64 He rejected Vaillant's and l(eir Hardie's proposal for a general 
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strike to prevent war, scorned the insurrectionary tactics of Gustave Herve, 
the leader of the near-syndicalist wing of the SFIO, for their adventurism 
and 'imbecility', and attacked the German extreme Left (I<arl Radek). His 
position in 19°7 was that the aim was not only 'to prevent war from breaking 
out, but to use the crisis caused by the war to accelerate the fall of the 
bourgeoisie'.6s 

Before 1914 there was very little difference between the orthodox Marxist 
position represented by I<autsky and those, such as Lenin, who, after 19 I 4, 
would denounce him as a social-patriot and renegade. The story of the 
pre"1914 rupture between Lenin and I<autsky was largely invented by official 
Comintern historiography, beginning with Gregori Zinoviev in the 19208 and 
vigorously continued by Stalin in 1930.66 The only serious theoretical opponent 
of Kautsky from the left before 1914 was Rosa Luxemburg. Her 1910 break 
with him anteceded Lenin's by four years. 67 

What a post-revolutionary society would look like was hardly ever dis
cussed. Between 1882 and 1914 there was only one article on the subject in 
Neue Zeit. Socialists did not appear to be much interested in socialism. Even 
the revolution itself was little discussed. 68 

Of far greater importance than the issue of revolutionary violence was the 
debate over the uses of the general or 'mass' strike as a political weapon. 
Here there was a genuine dispute, but it did not constitute the demarcation 
line between revisionists and the orthodox. The most vociferous opponents 
of mass strikes in all countries were the trade union leaders, while few people 
advocated them as a substitute for legal and parliamentary work, not even 
Rosa Luxemburg, the most distinguished theorist of the mass political strike. 
The SPD debated the issue repeatedly, in 1905-16, 1908 and 1910. But 
nothing was done because its leaders were afraid that they would be unable 
to control the movement and that the state would destroy it.69 The leaders 
of German socialism were cautious people. They believed in discipline and 
organization. They were n10st unwilling to lead a strike, any strike, unless 
they believed that there was a high probability of victory. They even ignored 
the resolutions of the Second International enjoining then1 to celebrate May 
Day on the first day of the month (instead of the first Sunday), because it 
was too radical. 70 The leaders of the SPD had an 'almost instinctive distrust 
of mass enthusiasm ... and a contempt for noisy demagogues'.71 I<autsky, 
for all his caution, did not reject the mass strike in principle, though he set 
so many preconditions for its justified use as to make the eventuality highly 
unlikely.72 Bernstein, for all his 'revisionism" was in favour of political strikes, 
provided they had very specific short-term aims and also had the support of 
some groups within the bourgeoisie.73 

The International as a whole could not ignore the fact that the use or 
threatened use of the general strike had resulted in some major victories in 
the sphere of electoral reform. In Belgiuln, in order to head off an anarchist 
challenge, the POB opted to accept the tactics of the mass strike and forced 
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a reluctant Constituent Assembly to concede universal manhood suffrage 
after repeated general strikes in 1893, 1902 and 1913.74 It was a general strike 
and mass demonstration of 1905 (in turn sparked by the October 190 5 
revolution in Russia) which led to the replacement of the old Finnish Diet 
by a unicameral assembly (the Eduskul1ta) of 2.00 members elected by all 
Finns, men and women, over the age of twenty-four, using a system of 
proportional representation.7s In Austria, without the November 190 5 mass 
strike for voting rights, the 19°7 electoral reforn1s would have been unlikely. 76 

In Sweden there had been a brief general strike in 1902, 'People's Parlian1ents' 
were organized, petitions signed. The threat of a general strike in 1907 finally 
secured universal manhood suffrage.77 

The main strategic disputes dividing the socialist movement in the pre- 1914 
period (and later) were concerned with the nexus between the immediate 
tasks of the movement and its longer-term goals. This argument was in turn 
connected to what were, and have remained, the critical questions facing 
socialists: what are the central co-ordinates of the present situation? What 
are its underlying tendencies? Where is capitalism going? Are the changes 
which seem to be occurring fundatnental enough to warrant a change in 
strategy? 

It is commonly believed that the main dividing line between the Russian 
Mensheviks and Bolsheviks was the question of organization, between the 
former's 'open', more 'democratic' concept of a political party, and the 
Leninist precept that only a clandestine organization of professional revolu
tionaries could lead the Russian n1asses towards socialis111. In fact, the evidence 
shows that the Mensheviks were as keen as anyone on centralized leadership 
and very unwilling to abandon illegality (an understandable position given 
the highly restricted freedom granted by the Tsarist authorities).78 Before 
1912, when the final organizational split occurred, the differences between 
Bolsheviks and Mensheviks - apart from Lenin's militaristic conception of 
how the Russian party should develop were mainly of emphasis: the 
Bolsheviks were far more pessimistic than the Mensheviks regarding the 
willingness of the liberals to struggle for constitutional reforn1s; the Men
sheviks were readier to co-operate with the bourgeoisie. Mensheviks and 
Bolsheviks agreed (against the socialist revolutionaries) that the advance of 
capitalist relations in Russia was unstoppable and that, from an economic 
point of view, no stage could be skipped. They both agreed that the Russian 
bourgeoisie was inept and weak as a class, and would be unwilling and/or 
unable to lead a bourgeois-democratic revolution. It followed that, as the 
democratic stage could not be skipped, the proletariat, in alliance with other 
social forces, would have to struggle for the establishment of democracy. 
Such differences were not sufficient to force either faction out of the Russian 
Social Democratic Labour Party. 

Subsequently, it became apparent that the contrast between the two centred 
on a difference of views regarding the possibility of survival of the capitalist 
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order and the imminence of the socialist revolution. Both expected capitalism 
to end, but for the Mensheviks this end was not in sight. The Mensheviks 
were thus more in tune with twentieth-century European social democrats 
for whom the tocsin of capitalist society never seems to ring out. 

The third major component of the Russian revolutionary movement was 
the socialist revolutionaries: the heirs of the Narodniks, the Russian populists, 
who are known for their terrorist activities. But the true importance of their 
ideas resides in the fact that they embodied in a revolutionary form the 
slavophile distrust for capitalism, regarded as a Western construct. The 
political expression of this distrust was the refusal to accept the inevitability 
of capitalist advance in Tsarist Russia and denial of the extent of the trans
formation which was occurring. 

With the benefit of nearly one hundred years of hindsight, a modern 
socialist might be tempted to adjudicate between these positions. But what 
matters here is to establish that in the development of the Russian labour 
movement three broad tendencies had emerged: 

I. An intransigent position which denied that any ongoing changes in the 
economic and social structure dictated a change in one's chosen strategy. 
This was the fundamentalism of the populists and their successors. 

2.. A position, that of the renovators, which understood the changeable nature 
of the socio-economic system and realized that strategy would have to be 
adapted to these changes, but which sought to preserve the visibility of 
the final aim of the movement: socialism. This was the position of Lenin 
and the Bolsheviks. 

3. A pragmatist position which shared with the renovators an understanding 
of the nature of ongoing transformations, but which deduced from this 
that the 'final aim' of the movement belonged to such a distant future 
that any attempt to maintain a strategic link between the immediate tasks 
of the movement and the final goal would be disastrous for the movement 
itself. This was the position held by many Mensheviks. 

Of course, the three tendencies sketched above cannot be mapped neatly on 
to the three political movements and, in any case, populists (i.e. the Socialist 
Revolutionary Party), Bolsheviks and Mensheviks often changed position in 
the years leading to the revolution. It is also clear that my proposed taxonomy 
is hardly comprehensive. Other categories could be devised and real-life 
demarcation lines are never clear-cut or all-encompassing: for some purposes 
a whale may count as a fish. Nevertheless, this classification may be useful 
as a descriptive tool rather than an analytical one, as an instrument which 
enables us to understand various positions adopted by the Left on a more 
fundamental level than that of organizational differences, or differences over 
purely conjunctural or tactical matters. In politics it is very often the case 
that an apparently nominalistic dispute, over a certain slogan, a symbol, a 
word, a controversy which leaves outsiders baffled as to its meaning, hides 
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a more important controversy. As the situation changes, controversies arise; 
these inevitably tend to converge on the extent to which the situation has 
changed and, secondly, on whether the changes require the revision of one's 
goals. The first point demarcates the intransigents from the others; the second 
demarcates the renovators from the pragmatists. 

Intransigence and pragmatism could and did co-exist, as the history of the 
SPD demonstrates. This political party combined a revolutionary rhetoric 
with a reformist practice. Merle Fainsod's description of I<autsky fits the 
party as a whole: 'The verbiage breathes fire; the tactics are tame.'79 That the 
SPD was, underneath its revolutionary language, refornlist was recognized by 
the shrewder members of the patty such as Ignaz Auer, who wrote to 
Bernstein: 'My dear Ede, one doesn't formally decide to do what you ask, 
one doesn't say it, one does it. Our activity ... was the activity of a Social 
Democratic reforming party. A party which reckons with the masses simply 
cannot be anything else.'80 

The split between 'the final aim' and the 'everyday struggle', between the 
short-term and the medium- to long-term, existed throughout the socialist 
movement. Bernstein's polemic had centred almost entirely on the general 
perspective. As he said in March 1899: '} have no objection to the practical 
aspect of the Social Democratic programme with which I am entirely in 
agreement.,81 The crux of the matter, as both Luxemburg and Lenin recog
nized immediately, was the attitude to theory.82 Lenin's famous rebuttal, What 
is to be Done?, usually taken to be only a defence of a tightly organized and 
disciplined patty, was also a defence of the role of theory as a guide to 
action. Lenin borrowed explicitly from I(autsky's doctrine, which asserted 
that socialist consciousness could not be a spontaneous development out of 
the everyday struggle. The assumption underlying this conception is that, 
without a political party, the working class could not become a political 
subject. 

If Lenin and I(autsky were right in their belief that socialist theory and 
consciousness cannot be produced spontaneously by everyday struggles, it 
does not follow that only the 'correct' theory will produce 'correct demands'. 
It is perfectly possible to arrive at a compilation of short-tenn tasks without 
a 'general theory' or a long-term perspective. Here Bernstein is right. Un
theoretical socialist parties, non-socialist labour parties and unpolitical trade 
unions have often produced a list of demands not so dissimilar from that of 
Marxist theorists. The problem lies elsewhere, namely in the connections 
between the general analysis of the current situation) the changes occurring, 
social and econonlic trends and the short-term demands advanced. A reading 
of the Erfnrt Programme will show that the connecting line between 
principles and demands is fairly tenuous. 83 

The first part of the programme describes the situation thus: current 
developments are leading to the end of small enterprises and the gradual 
division of society into two mutually hostile camps, an ever-expanding working 
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class and an ever-shrinking elite of capitalists. Only the latter benefit from 
this trend; for the proletarianized masses conditions constantly deteriorate. 
Economic crises inevitably cause more and more hardship, while becoming 
steadily more and more destabilizing. Given this situation, the long-tern1 goal 
of the movement is the transformation of private property in the means of 
production into 'social' or 'common' ownership, whose goal is 'socialist 
production', i.e. production 'for the benefit of society'. 10 achieve 'common 
ownership', it is necessary to acquire political power. This is the mission of 
the Social Democratic Party. 

Then follow two distinct lists of demands. The first consists of demands 
which are not class-specific: they clearly relate to 'the people' in general. The 
second is made up of explicitly working-class demands, i.e. measures 'to 
~afeguard the working class'. The first list amounts to a programme for a 
major reform of the state, that is, constitutional reform, a 'Bill of Rights' and 
a welfare state; while the second constitutes a plan for a drastic change in 
the conditions of the working class. This is how the political part of the 
Erfurt Programme would appear today after some reorganization and 
judicious renaming: 

SECTION I: THE REFORM OF THE STATE 

i. The Constitution: universal adult (Le. including female) suffrage under pro
portional representation, the right of referendum, the election of judges, the 
separation of Church and State especially in education, parliamentary control over 
foreign policy. 
ii. The Bill of Rights: devolution of power, a citizen army, freedom of association 
and opinion, repeal of all laws discriminating against women, equal rights. 
iii. The Welfare State: legal a free medical free burial, free education 
at all levels, including higher education. All of this to be paid for by graduated 
income and property taxes and death duties. Abolition of all indirect taxes. 

SECTION 2.: THE CONDITIONS OF THE WORKING CLASS 

Length of working day fixed at eight hours, regulations on the conditions of work, 
right to form trade unions, labour insurance paid by the State and administered 
by the workers. 

The implication is clear: in 189 I the SPD had already formulated the core 
demands which in one form or other would constitute the central co-ordinates 
of virtually all progran1mes of West European social democracy in the 
twentieth century: the democratization of society, the welfare state and the 
regulation of the labour market. What is less clear is the relationship between 
the practical demands - all of which can be accommodated within a much 
reformed capitalist state, based on commodity production and private owner
ship of the means of production - and the scenario sketched in the first part 
of the programme. The point is not whether the scenario was right, but 
whether it is related to the den1ands. In his own analysis of Erfurt, Carl 
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Schorske writes that the programme represented a compromise between 
revolutionaries and reformists. 84 That both trends were present in the SPD 
as a whole is true, but one must not assume that the 'practicar demands had 
be~n grudgingly accepted by the Marxists. They had appeared in the same 
form in the Gotha Programme of 1875, and Marx's famous Critique was 
substantially directed at the theoretical section. 

Here it should be noted, en passant, that not a bit of notice was taken of 
Marx's criticism of the draft version. As for Engels' own objections to the 
Erfurt Progran1n1e, they were not published for ten years. Unlike everyone 
else, Engels had concentrated his fire on the political section because it had 
left out an essential part of socialist policy; the establishment of a democratic 
republic, which he called 'the specific fonn of the dictatorship of the prole
tariat which was seen as long ago as during the great French revolution'.85 
On the whole the disputes which ensued over Erfutt appeared only to involve 
theory, whereas in fact they were concerned with the nlain question of the 
connection between the two parts of the programme. 

There is no necessary theoretical or analytical relation between the two 
sections, since to reach an agreement on the practical demands it is not 
necessary to accept the 'theoretical section'. Moreover, it was never clearly 
established whether socialists, by achieving their immediate demands, would 
delay the crisis of capitalism, by making it more acceptable, or hasten it. 
I(autsky, who happened to be the author of the theoretical section, never 
disputed the validity of the practical den1ands (drafted by Bernstein). There 
was in fact considerable unaninlity on the practical tasks. Luxenlburg, whose 
polemic against Bernstein was merciless, indicated that she disagreed with 
him only on what he had to say about the objective developnlent of capital
isn1, not on the practical tasks confronting the SPD.86 

If there is no connection between the principles and the tasks, it does not 
necessarily follow that either or both are 'wrong'. It simply nleans that the 
interpretation of their respective roles, the answer to the question, what is 
their function?, cannot be found in the programme itself. The consensus 
which existed on the programme simply defined the boundary within which 
the contending parties would fight it out. For I<autsky and most of the 
orthodox group, both parts of the progran1n1e were totally consistent. This 
unity was not due to the fact that the practical demands could be deduced 
from the theory, but to the fact that both served the sanlC function: to 
inspire and organize the lnovenlent, to build it up so that it would become 
strong enough to take advantage of the eventual collapse of capitalism. Both 
'theory' and 'practice' were a fundanlcntal constitutive elenlent of the SPD; 
they were the indispensable cement holding the party together in an inclement 
environment. I<autsky did not assume that the movement could or should 
hasten the collapse of capitalist1l. This would eventually occur and it was 
important to be ready for it. He wrote in 1910: 'The task of Social Denlocracy 
does not consist in hastening the inevitable catastrophe, but in holding it 
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back for as long as possible; that is to say, to avoid carefully anything that 
might look like a provocation.,S7 

In the final analysis, I<autskyist Marxism resolved itself not so much as a 
strategy for the long haul, but as a passive strategy whereby the movement 
might find ways of growing and expanding without ever posing the question 
of what to do when the crisis arrived. Thus it was never ready for it and, 
consequently, always wished to delay it. There were only two avenues leading 
away from this theoreticized inactivity. One, that of Lenin or Luxemburg, 
tried to devise strategies which would hasten the collapse of capitalism such 
as the mass strike or revolutionary wars. The other (Bernstein's) assumed 
that, because capitalism would be able to restructure itself and continue to 
develop, a collapse would not occur for the foreseeable future. It followed 
that the movement had to devise strategies capable of securing immediate 
political and social benefits within the existing order. 

Bernstein had thus become convinced that significant advances could be 
achieved within capitalism. He still agreed with the practical tasks of the 
movement, but wished to redefine their function. Reforms were no longer to 
be purely propagandistic objectives but real targets. The new boundaries 
within which socialists pursued their arguments had to be the 'realism' of the 
demands. Once the question of the fatal hour of capitalist collapse had 
become a secondary issue, the general principles embodied in Section I of 
Erfurt would lose their main raison d'itre. Bernstein's approach n1ade it possible 
to direct all efforts towards the immediate aims of the movement) but his 
optimistic view of capitalist development entailed the acceptance of so 
complete 'a dependence of the proletariat upon the capitalist economy ... as 
to preclude any major action to upset ie.ss 



CHAPTER TWO 

From War to War (1914-40) 

The War 

BEFORE 1914 not a single socialist anywhere in Europe served in any govern
ment with the endorsement of his party. Otherwise divided in political 
practice, and wrecked by ideological conflicts, the European Left stood 
unsullied in its radical opposition to the governn1ents of the bourgeois world, 
though in some cases, as in Britain, there were deals on electoral and 
parliamentary tactics. 

The war changed all this. In most of the belligerent countries, socialists 
joined governments. Their purpose in doing so was not to obtain the political 
and econon1ic reforo1s they had been fighting for, but simply to defend the 
existing state. The result of this was that many became legitimized, though 
at the cost of the de facto destruction of the International. After the Bolshevik 
Revolution and the war, the reconstituted Socialist International amounted 
to very little. By 1933, as G. D. H. Cole wrote, it consisted only in a loose 
federation of the British and French parties with those of some of the states 
of Western Europe. 1 

At the the founding congress of the Second International Guly 1889) and 
at the Stuttgart Congress of 19°7) the vast majority of o1ember parties 
committed themselves to averting war by all possible means and, should war 
nevertheless erupt, to using the crisis to bring about a social revolution. 
However, on 3 August 1914 the SPD parliamentary group in the Reichstag 
stood unanimously behind the German I(aiser and his war by voting for the 
war credits. I(arl K.autsky, Rosa Luxemburg, Franz Mehring, none of whom 
was in the Reichstag, and a minority of the parliamentary group (fourteen 
out of seventy-eight), had opposed this policy. Eduard Bernstein at first 
si~ed with the 'pro-war' faction, but later changed his mind. 

In Austria the Socialist Party also approved the war credits, opposed by 
a dissident faction led by Friedrich Adler (whose assassination of the prime 
minister in October 1916 won him great popularity among the workers). 
Only in the autumn of 1917 did the party turn sharply to the left and reverse 
its previous patriotic stand.2 

The Czech and the Hungarian socialists similarly acquiesced in the war 
effort, as did Polish social democrats residing in Austria, who were en
thusiastically pro-war, hoping that a Russian defeat would induce the birth of 
an independent Poland. 
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The attitude of the French socialists (the SFIO) was, at first, strongly 
pacifist. They assumed that their comrades in Germany would actively seek 
to stop the war, and were also convinced that their bourgeois governnlent 
had genuinely tried to prevent a conflict. A few days before the declaration 
of war, Jaures could still maintain that 'the French government wants peace 
and is working for the maintenance of peace'.) However, when war was 
finally declared, the SFIO supported the war credits unanimously and agreed 
to enter the government. The Belgian socialists did the same. By the end of 
the war, 'they were more fully integrated into the government than any other 
European socialist party'.4 In Great Britain the bulk of Labour MPs and the 
overwhelming majority of the trade unions adopted a vigorous patriotic 
position. However, some of their most important leaders, such as I<eir Hardie, 
Ramsay MacDonald, Tom Richardson and F. W. Jowett and, outside Parlia
ment, the British Socialist Party (one of the future constituent pillars of the 
Communist Party), remained strongly opposed to the war. 

In neutral countries such as Sweden, Holland, Denmark and Italy the 
socialist parties held out against entering the conflict. When in 19 1 5 the 
Italian government joined the war against Gernlany and Austria, the Socialist 
Party remained opposed but an important interventionist faction emerged. 
Earlier in 1914, the editor of the socialist paper L'Avanti, Benito Mussolini, 
had resigned and started his own interventionist group. In Portugal the 
socialists were at first in favour of neutrality, but when the governn1ent 
decided to enter the war to support its traditional ally (Great Britain), the 
socialists concurred. Although Spain was not involved in the war, the PSOE 
decided to follow the lead of the SFIO and did not condemn the war. On 
the whole the socialist parties followed a patriotic line. The most important 
exception was Russia. There all the factions of the Social Democratic Labour 
Party, i.e. both the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks, were against the war: 
they walked out of the Duma without voting for war credits. I(erensky's 
Labour Party did the same. Among the exiles, however, the 'Father of Russian 
Marxisn1" Plekhanov, and the leading Russian anarchist, Pietr I<ropotlcin, 
supported the war.s In the belligerent countries, only the Serbian socialists 
stood out against the war as their Russian counterparts had done. 

Most European socialists supported the war for a multiplicity of reasons. 
Their political stance was one of pacifism and they had fought for peace. 
Once it was clear hostilities could not be avoided, they came to feel there 
was little alternative but to support their own country; patriotism may not 
have been their first reflex, but it emerged when their pacifism failed. An 
understandable element of opportunism also entered into this. It would have 
been very difficult for any mass organization to resist pressure from below, 
particularly from its own supporters. There is in fact little doubt that although 
the majority of activists were against the war, the majority of the working 
class was, like the rest of the population, in favour of it, at least initially. 
German workers felt that 'Gernlany was morally in the right and that its very 



existence was threatened,'6 With the war they felt they had finally been 
accepted as true citizens of imperial Germany, The socialist parties of Europe 
haa failed to convince their respective working class of the necessity of 
international solidarity before 1914. They could hardly hope to convince 
them of it in the fiery days of August 1914. 

The socialist leaders had, in any case, been taken by surprise. They believed 
war was not a possibility and never seriously prepared a policy to deal with 
it.7 Their understanding of international affairs was minimal. Their inter
nationalism was a fa~ade, not in the sense that they were opportunists as the 
Leninists believed, but in the sense that they did not imbue it with any 
strategic content. Internationalism was just a word, not a key component of 
a coherent strategic line. It was a feature of the verbal radicalism which was 
one of the most characteristic traits of the movement. As Georges Haupt 
put it, socialist leaders 'found refuge in short-term solutions and compromises, 
thereby avoiding the issues that would have forced them to take a stand', 8 

Had the German Social Democratic Party called upon the workers to join 
in a general strike against the war (an unlikely event), then perhaps the other 
socialist parties might have taken a less aggressive stance. But the repres
entatives of the German workers decided to throw in their lot with the hated 
bosses in defence of the Fatherland. This was no ten1porary aberration. It 
was consistent with the party's symbiosis with the German state both in its 
political developtnent the creation of the Reich and in its economic 
growth. 

The Reich had enfranchised the people, thus enabling the SPD to flourish 
even when the very same Reich had attempted to weaken it with anti-socialist 
legislation. By 1890 the SPD had become legitimized - not in the sense of 
being able to take power, of course, but merely in the sense of being allowed 
to exist within the German empire. The SPD saw itself as an alternative state, 
but in so doing mirrored the organization of the very state it sought to 
destroyY Its fate had become entwined with the Reich it so ardently despised. 
SPD influence grew as German industry grew. SPD prestige flourished as 
German prestige flourished. w The SPD was also imbued with many of the 
political values of the '\X/est'. The fear of Russia, of being engulfed by Asian 
barbarism, was common alnong all shades of the political spectrum and was 
particularly pronounced among liberals and socialists. Throughout the nine
teenth century Tsarist absolutisn1 had been the bete noire of the progressive 
movements. Marx and Engels themselves considered the Russian empire to 
be the principal threat to Western civilization. Enmity towards Russia was 
thus a common factor which linked the SPD with the German military 
establishn1ent. It would not be the last time that the threat from the East 
would unite social democrats and their conservative opponents. 

The SPD could not have remained indifferent to the dangers which in 
August 1914 threatened the country itself. The Reich had become its state. 
It is true that right up to 1914 the SPD had always maintained that it would 
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have no truck at all with the bourgeois state or any of its institutions. Its 
practice, of course, was somewhat different. After 1912, in the Reichstag the 
SPD was increasingly, and inevitably, involved in the legislative process. In 
the parliamentary leadership, 'the isolation of the SPD was becolning imagin
ary rather than real'. I I In states where the situation was far more liberal than 
in oppressive Prussia and Saxony, such as Baden, Hesse, Bavaria and 
Wiirttemberg, the SPD developed a constructive opposition, entering into 
electoral pacts, voting the budget, and so forth. 12 In a 'free' city like Hamburg, 
the social democrats identified quite strongly with the free-trading ideology 
which dominated civic consciousness. Even in 1918, when the SPD had a 
majority in Hamburg, they spontaneously assumed that the best man to lead 
the city was a member of one of the old liberal families. 13 

A similar process had taken place in a rather different setting. Until the 
beginning of the century, the British labour movement was organized not as 
a party but in trade unions. It adapted itself to British capitalism through a 
lengthy process of negotiation which required a strong sense of class identity. 
Such class consciousness was directed not towards the destruction of the 
capitalist state, but towards the integration of the working class within it. 
Thus in Britain, as in Germany, working-class militancy contributed to the 
creation of a national consensus which incidentally coincided with the aim of 
the ruling classes. In Britain, as Hobsbawm has remarked: 

the further we progress into the imperialist era, the more difficult does it become 
to put one's finger on groups of workers which did not, in one way or another, 
draw some advantage from Britain's position ... Or ... on workers who could not 
be made to feel that their interests depended on the continuance of imperialism. 14 

By the outbreak of war the old pre- 1850 Chartist demands of the organized 
British labour movement republicanism, secularism and internationalism -
had 'expired from sheer inanition',15 The wave of syndicalist unrest in the 
years leading up to the First World War did not make any serious inroad into 
the 'social-patriotic' mentality of most British workers.16 

With greater speed and enthusiasm than their counterparts elsewhere, 
French socialists participated in the Union Sacree to save the republic, thus 
demonstrating the strength of Jacobin nationalism, of 'this idea of France, 
b1essed land of revolution and socialism'.17 Most of the other socialist parties, 
having prospered in the conditions of the 1890-19 14 period, followed the 
lead of their own state. Italian socialists were ambivalent about the war, as 
was the Italian government itself. In Italy the divisions between neutralists 
and interventionists were more pronounced and would last longer than 
anywhere else. 

The war divided the SPD more than any of the other main belligerent 
socialist parties. The split led to the formation of the Independent (Un
abhiingige) SPD, the USPD. For the first time the SPD was no longer the sole 
representative of the German working class. 



In Russia alone the socialist movement remained solidly against the war. 
It owed nothing at all to 'its' state. Tsardom was owed no loyalty, deserved 
no support and obtained none. 

Roughly speaking, the war divided the socialists into three camps: 18 

I. The patriotic socialists: Vaillant and Guesde in France, Scheidemann in 
Germany, Vandervelde in Belgium, Plekhanov among the Russians, 
Hyndman, former leader of the BSP, in Britain and Bissolati in Italy. 
Originally this was the strongest group. 

2. The centre or pacifist socialists: they were against the war and in favour 
of some kind of neutrality, though initially they did not wish to break 
ranks with the pro-war n1ajority. They included people like I<autsky and 
Bernstein in Germany, MacDonald and Hardie in Britain, Bourderon and 
·the trade unions in the Confederation Generale du Travail (CGT) in France. 
This was the position of the Italian, Swiss, Dutch and Scandinavian socialist 
parties. 

3. Finally, there was the anti-war Left, or revolutionary socialists eager to 
turn the war into an opportunity for revolution. They included I<arl Lieb
knecht and Rosa Luxemburg in Germany, Lenin in Russia, Amadeo Bordiga 
as well as the Turin group of the QrditJe nt/ovo led by Antonio Gramsci in 
Italy. 

The Birth of Modern Communism 

If the outbreak of war was the first body-blow to the pre- 19 14 European 
socialist movement, October 1917 was the coup de grace. 

The split which had occurred in the European Left had been threatening 
for a long time. The tension between reformism and revolutionism epitomized 
by disputes over programmes and strategies had characterized the Inter
national since its inception, but the moven1cnt had n1aintained a loose 
organizational structure. The war ended this fictitious unity. Finally, the 
Russian Revolution provided the Left with a fundamental reference point. 
Thereafter, until the collapse in I 989-9l, every single European socialist 
group or faction faced the continuous necessity of defining its position not 
only on the revolution itself, but on each of its subsequent stages. Both 
revolutionaries and reformists now had a model, positive for the former, 
negative for the latter. Those who were hesitant could not afford to remain 
so for long. The Soviet decision in 1919 to form a new international organ
ization, the Third International (the Comintern), forced everyone to take a 
stand, 

The birth of the Communist International occurred in a unique con
juncture. The three imperial eagles the Russian, the Prussian and the 
Austrian - had been annihilated. In the land of the Hohenzollern a democratic 
republic had emerged out of the National Constituent Assembly meeting at 
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Weimar in February 19 19. The empire the Habsburgs once ruled had 
disintegrated and Vienna had been reduced to the capital of a tiny alpine 
republic. In Russia the Bolsheviks (to quote Vladimir Mayakovsky) 'spat out 
the two-headed, hook-beaked eagle of the Romanov dynasty like the chewed 
stump of a cigar'. After the acquiescence exhibited during the war, the workers 
appeared to be on the move. The degree of working-class unrest and 
revolutionary potential smouldering between 1918 and 1920 has remained 
unparalleled in the twentieth century. It was probably the only period during 
which it was not unrealistic to assume that a 'revolution in the West' was on 
the agenda. This was the era which spawned virtually all the communist 
parties of Western Europe. Thereafter, in one of those ironies of which 
history seems to be composed, the parties born to make the revolution 
failed to lead a single one at least in Europe. They were condemned to 
grow and develop (or not, as the case may be) in the cold climate of non
revolutionary situations. The reformists, for whom socialism was a distant 
goal, did not fare much better, at least in the short term. The threat of 
revolution did not make major reforms possible. Charles Maier, in his magis
terial account of the reorganization of bourgeois power in Europe after the 
First World War, wrote: 

Late 1920 and early 192 I ... saw the end of the postwar working class offensive 
throughout Europe. In France and Italy the unions had suffered or were shortly 
to suffer serious setbacks; in Germany their Republic seemed stalemated and in 
bourgeois custody. Major changes in the ownership or control of the economy 
had failed to come about: French railroad nationalisation was a dead letter; 
German coal mines remained under private auspices (as did English [sic] ones). 
Workers' councils ... had lost their radical impetus, and Italian labor had given up 
its hold on the nation's factories for the promise of a study committee ... With 
the exception perhaps of Weimar's Labor Ministry, the organized working class 
did not even have the protection of a social Maginot line by the end of 1920.19 

Lenin, undaunted, had drafted the 'Twenty-one Conditions' (originally there 
were nineteen) of membership of the Third International at the Second 
Congress held in July-August 1920. By then the post-war situation had been 
stabilized, Soviet Russia effectively quarantined, and the revolution in the 
West defeated. The result of the Twenty-one Conditions was the permanent 
division of the West European Left. In retrospect the Comintern was a 
major political error.20 This, however, was not yet apparent. The Red Arn1y 
had recovered Ukraine and was marching on Warsaw, hoping to provoke a 
communist uprising in Poland.21 A few weeks later, this advance was stopped, 
but, for a brief moment, the delegates to the Second Congress had believed 
that the day of reckoning was about to dawn. 

The Twenty-one Conditions demanded little in terms of ideology and 
next to nothing in terms of strategy. However, they were harsh on organ
izational matters. They could be paraphrased thus: expel all reformists and 
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centrists, accept the discipline which the new international organization will 
demand, support the Soviet Republic, be prepared for illegal political work 
and call yourselves communists. Socialist parties such as the Italian, \vhich 
had joined the new organization, now demurred. The Comintern, unlike the 
Second Socialist International, aimed to be a super-party, a centralized body 
- as, indeed, each separate social-democratic party had been before the war. 
K.arl Marx's First International never really existed; the Second International 
had been little more than an information bureau; but the Third International 
was to become the only centralized international organization of the Left in 
history. It could do so only because it was supported by an authentic state. 
Lenin himself was well aware in 1920 of how difficult it would be to establish 
communist parties in the West and 'to be a revolutionary when the conditions 
for direct, open, really mass and really revolutionary struggle do not yet exist 

'22 

The years 1918-2 I had seen a major crisis of socialist ideas. The leadership 
of those partles which had supported the war was locked into a defence of 
its position. The activists who had at first supported them had become 
increasingly alienated as the war dragged on. The Russian Revolution was the 
catalyst for a move towards radicalism. It could be taken as a deo10nstration 
that Lenin had been right all along and not just about the war, but also 
about the final goals of the movement. Gradualist socialism had led to an 
acceptance of the war; the 'n1aximalist' position (as Lenin's stance was 
commonly described) had proved that there really \vas a final goal and that 
the revolution was possible . 

. Socialists reacted to this in a variety of \vays. Inside each party there was 
a faction of some significance which supported the aims and methods of the 
Bolshevik Revolution and was ready to take it as a model applicable to their 
own countries. However, in most cases the majority of the rank and file 
expressed solidarity without going further. 

On the whole cotTImunist parties were formed as a result of a minority 
split from the socialist parties, as was the case in Spain and Italy. There were, 
however, various exceptions to this rule. In Norway, for instance, the Labour 
Party - hitherto fairly moderate, now radicalized by the war - joined the 
COlnintern in 19 19 and accepted the Twenty-onc Conditions. Its moderate 
wing split and organized a reformist 'Social Democratic Party' which gained 
9.3 pcr cent in the 192 I elections to the Starting against 21.3 per cent for 
the Labour Party. By 192. 3 the extent of Comintern control had become 
excessive and the Labour Party left the communist movement while retaining 
its maxitualist programme. A left-wing faction split to form the Communist 
Party of Norway.23 In Great Britain the Communist Party of Great Britain 
(CPGB) was formed as a result of the coming together of groups already 
outside the Labour Party which suffered no split as a result of the October 
Revolution. 

The Communist Party of Holland, like the CPGB, was the result of the 
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evolution of political groupings already outside the mainstream socialist party, 
the Sociaal Democratische Arbeiders Partij (SDAP). In 19°9 the SDAP had 
expelled a vociferous Marxist faction, the De Tribune group led by David 
Wijnkoop, which then assumed the name of Sociaal Democratische Pardj. 
However, in spite of its commitment to Kautskyist orthodoxy, it was never 
recognized by the other parties of the International. It was this organization 
which became the Communist Party of Holland.24 

In France, at the Eighteenth Congress of the SFIO (Tours, 1920) a majority 
voted to join the newly formed Third International and to become a com
munist party. According to Judt,2s three factors contributed to transforming 
the wartime minority of leftists into a majority: the radicalizing effects of the 
Russian Revolution, disillusion with Parliament after the 1919 elections and 
the government repression of 1919-2.0. None of these explains why the 
SFIO was the only major socialist party with a pro-Soviet majority; similar 
factors were at stake in the Italian case, for example, with the added dimension 
of a major working-class upheaval and the occupation of the factories (the 
biennio rosso), yet only a minority of Italian socialists opted for Lenin's Twenty
one Conditions. 

The SFIO, like the majority of the Italian and Spanish socialist parties, 
was reluctant to join the reconstructed Second International dominated by 
the 'rightist' SPD. It preferred, at first, to support the Austrian socialists' 
proposal to work for a new international organization promptly nicknamed 
the Second4and~a-Half International whose aim ~as to build bridges be
t\Veen the Bolsheviks and social-democrat reformists. 26 The attempt (1921-
23) failed and the bridge-builders merged with the Second International to 
form the Socialist International at Hamburg in May 1923. 

October 1917, like all great turning-points, was interpreted in a variety of 
ways. Within the new French Communist Party the differing traditions of 
French socialism found a novel unity by stressing this or that aspect of 
Leninism. The Blanquists emphasized insurrection and the dictatorship of 
the proletariat; the Guesdists were impressed by the Soviet decrees national
izing the major hanks and enterprises; the 'red' small peasantry of southern 
France was pleased with the agrarian reform. There was little, however, the 
French communists could do to influence events in France. They had captured 
a majority of the old SFIO cadres, but had the support of only a fraction of 
the SFIO electorate. 

In Germany the situation was quite different. In the first place the socialist 
party had emerged from the war already split. There were the so-called 
Majority Social Democrats (the MSPD), the Independent Social Democrats 
(the USPD), and the Spartacus League dominated by Luxemburg and Lieb
knecht. Secondly, in 1918, they had a revolutionary situation on their hands. 
The old imperial state was in ruins. Socialists could fight for one of t\Vo 
alternatives: either a parliamentary republic or a state based on directly elected 
councils - the ne\v Soviet model of direct democracy. The Spartacus League 
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embraced this second option, but the General Congress of Workers' and 
Soldiers' Councils (16-2.0 December 1918) decided to call for an election to 
a national assembly. A few days later the Spartacists formed the I<om
munistische Partei Deutschlands (I<PD). In November 1918, the MSPD - de 
facto in control, insofar as anyone party could be said to be in control of 
Germany at the time had inlplemented some of the tnain demands of the 
old Erfurt Programme - votes for women, proportional representation, 
freedom of expression, the eight-hour day - and promised a national assembly, 
thus reaffirming its commitn1ent to the parliamentary form of state. The 
subsequent elections (19 January 1919) resulted in a clear victory for the 
MSPD (37.9 per cent) with the USPD obtaining 7.4 per cent. Thus by the 
time the Comintern was formed and Lenin's twenty-one den1ands were 
advanced a communist party already existed in Germany that was committed 
to. Council (Soviet) democracy, and a Social Democratic Party that was not 
only unmistakably 'reformist' but clearly tainted, not least for having allowed 
the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and I(arl Liebknecht, the communist leaders. 
The majority of the USPD decided to join the I(PD (October-December 
1920) while the rest merged with the MSPD to reconstitute the old SPD 
(September 1922). 

Condition 16 of the Twenty-one Conditions of the Comintern (number 
17 in the original nineteen) established that the new communist parties would 
have to draw up new programmes in conformity with 'the special conditions 
of the country' and 'the resolutions of the Comtnunist International'. How
ever, it \vas the Communist International and its executive committee which 
had to decide what these 'special conditions' were. 27 Fron1 the beginning it 
was widely assumed that the interests of the Soviet regime and those of the 
communist parties totally coincided. Attempts to challenge such assun1ptions 
were silenced. By 1928 the Comintern was entirely controlled by the Soviet 
Communist Party. The concept of special nationa1 conditions - what would 
later be called 'national roads to socialism' was partially and ten1porarily 
reintroduced in the n1id- 1 9305 when 'national conditions' (the struggle against 
fascism) and Soviet foreign policy (the end of Soviet diplomatic isolation) 
coincided. This pern1itted the development of an anti-fascist popular front 
strategy aimed at renewing the link between coo1munists and socialists. This 
connection was again broken by an act of Soviet foreign policy (the Molotov~ 
rubbentrop pact of 23 August 1939), only to be re-established as the result 
of an act of German foreign policy (the Nazi invasion of the USSR on 22 
June 1941). Thus conlmunist parties had very little control over their fate. 

The Third International was dissolved in May 1943 as a gesture of re
assurance on the part of the USSR towards its wartin1c allies. During its 
twenty-four years of existence the main turning~points of the Comintern 
were thus all fundanlcntally determined either by the struggle for control 
'within the Soviet Cotntnunist Party ot by questions of Soviet foreign policy. 
The Comintcrn was supposed to guide the international working class towards 
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revolution, but during all the years of its existence not a single socialist or 
quasi~socialist regime was established anywhere in the world, with the 
exception of the Mongolian People's Republic in 192.4 - an event which 
owed nothing at all to the Comintern. This was, to say the least, a dismal 
result for an organization based on the principles of Weltklasse, Weltpartei and 
Weltrevolution (world class, party and revolution). Having failed in the business 
of revolution, the Comintern also failed in electoral politics. Some parties 
were more influential than their share of the poll might indicate (the British 
Communist Party, for example); nevertheless, electorally weak communist 
parties have had very little significance in the national politics of their 
countries. 

On the whole the communist parties, with some significant exceptions, 
emerged on the losing side in all electoral battles of the inter-war yeats. This 
may explain the endurance of their anti-parliamentarian ideology. In Italy the 
Communist Party was only able to fight a single election in 1924 before 
being banned along with all other parties. In Britain the Communist Party 
oscillated between 0. I and 0.3 per cent of the poll, though one might argue 
that under a different electoral system it would have done better (but not 
that much better). In Holland the Communist Party progressed from a low 
of 1.2 to a high of 3.4 per cent in 1937, but in Norway the process was 
reversed, from 6.1 per cent in 1924 to 0.3 per cent in 1936. The Danish 
peaked in 1939 (2.4 per cent), but previously had remained below 1.6 per 
cent. In Austria the Communist Party was never able to break the one per 
cent barrier. Communists did better, comparatively speaking, in Sweden, where 
they achieved 6.4 per cent in 1928, but settled at around 3 per cent in the 
1930s; and in Belgium, with less than 2 per cent in the 1920S, but 6.1 per 
cent in 1936. 

At the Eighteenth Congress of the Soviet Communist Party held in March 
1939 in Moscow, Dmitri Manuilsky gave this depressing account of the 
organizational strength of communism in capitalist Europe: 300,000 Spanish 
communists, 270,000 in France, 60,000 in Czechoslovakia, 19,000 in Sweden, 
18,000 in Great Britain, 10,000 Dutch, 7,000 Belgian, 3,000 Yugoslavs.28 The 
three strongest parties were about to face their major ordeals: the Spanish 
Communist Party was about to be destroyed in the civil war, those of 
Czechoslovakia and France forced into clandestinity by the Nazi invasion. 
Italian and German communists had been in this predicament for some 
time. 

During the whole of the inter-war period only two Western European 
communist parties did develop a significant electoral base: the K.PD in 
Germany and the Parti Communiste de France (PCF). Throughout the 1920S 
the I<PD was the main communist party in Western Europe. In the 1930S 
this role was assumed by the PCF. Neither, however, was able to overtake 
their socialist rivals. During the years of crisis which led to the establishn1ent 
of the Weimar system (1919-20), the K_PD was little more than a splinter 
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party.29 It soon benefited, however, from the indecision of the SPD and 
from the economic crisis. Its share of the vote increased steadily from 9 per 
cent (December 1924) to 10.6 per cent (May 1928), 13.1 per cent (September 
193 0 ), 14.3 per cent Guly 1932), 16,9 per cent (November 1932 - only 3.5 per 
cent less than the SPD), and still gathered 12.3 per cent in the last elections 
(March 1933), mainly from the unemployed. The advent of Nazism destroyed 
it along with all the other parties. 

The problem was that I<'PD electoral strength was never translated into 
appropriate political action and that at no stage \vas the I<'PD a protagonist 
in the political life of Weimar. Its votes were in a way 'subtracted' from 
politics altogether in a way the Nazi vote, equally anti-Weimar, was not. The 
Nazis used their electoral strength to destabilize Weimar in favour of an 
authoritarian alternative. The K.PD oscillated between putschism (the ideology 
of 'now is the time for armed insurrection) and preparation for a putsch. Its 
insurrectionist strategy never allowed any of its activities to be directed to 
winning immediate reforms. 3o It refused to have anything to do with the 
institutions of Weimar and was repaid in kind: the Law for the Protection of 
the Republic Ouly 192 I) was used far n10re against the Left than against the 
Right (which, like the IZPD, had voted against it).31 In its misconceived notion 
that Leninism amounted to pinpointing the existence of revolutionary con
ditions, the I<:'PD reduced strategic debates to tactical ones. All issues were 
subsumed by the overarching belief that the road to revolution was an 
insurrectionary one. Thus, all one needed to decide was whether the time 
was ripe. If it was, then a precise demarcation line had to be drawn in order 
to separate the revolutionaries fronl all others. If the time was not ripe, then 
various types of alliances could be entertained, but all were temporary 
adjustments to be rescinded when the revolutionary hour struck. Thus, after 
1923, during the years of 'capitalist stabilization', the I{PD made demands 
very similar to those of the socialists.32 

The Comintern encouraged this Janus-like attitude: any communist leader 
who envisaged a more flexible conception of politics was open to the charge 
of opportunism. Events in Saxony in 192.2 and 1923 epitomized the situation.33 

The SPD, under pressure fronl its left wing, opened negotiations with the 
I<'PD for a coalition government. The SPD was not prepared to accept all 
demands laid down by the Saxon I{PD. The I{PD leaders Ernst Meyer and 
August Thalheimer wefe willing to compromise, but the Comintern forced 
the I<.PD to break off negotiations. Had these been successful, they would 
have paved the \vay for the first practical experiment in government for West 
European communism. When, in 19z3, the I<'PD did enter the Saxon govern· 
ment it \vas purely in order to prepare for an insurrection. Once this failed, 
the chances of a revolutionary situation developing again dwindled and the 
party began to lose members. 

In 192 I, following its an1algamation with the left wing of the USPD, the 
I{PD had nearly half a million members. By 1924 it had 12 J ,000. Only in 
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1930 did it begin to recover lost ground and it gradually climbed back to 
over 33°,000 at the beginning of 1933.34 By the late 192.0S, in spite of being 
the main European communist party, the I(PD, like the rest of the communist 
movement, was totally under the thumb of the Comintern. Leaders like 
Thalheimer had been forced to resign. The line of 'class against class' adopted 
by the Comintern was another variation on the insurrectionary model. It 
defined social democrats as 'social-fascists' and as 'the main enemy', thus 
making the constitution of a broad anti-Nazi front in1possible. The increase 
in the communist vote thus contributed to the destabilization of the Weimar 
Republic. In an economically disastrous situation, in which no single party 
was strong enough to stage a coup or obtain a parliamentary majority, what 
was at stake was the strategic ability to make alliances. The SPD had tried 
to forge alliances with the centre and the constitutional Right, and in so 
doing had found itself politically paralysed. The I(PD did not even try, quietly 
confident that its hour would come. Its political ghettoization was paralleled 
by the social conditions of those who supported the I(PD: the unemployed. 
Far from being the party of the organized working class, for this was the 
prerogative of the SPD, the I(PD overwhelmingly represented the un
employed; indeed, a special term was coined to designate an employed party 
member. The jobless were a consequence of the rationalization and modern
ization policies of the Weimar state. They were isolated not only froln the 
world of production, but also from the organizational and cultural traditions 
of the social-democratic labour movement. They were attracted by the 
voluntarism of the I(PD, which provided them with the cathartic vision of 
a sudden and apocalyptic change the revolution which would alter, once 
and for all, their conditions of existence.35 The isolation and division of the 
Left made it possible for the Nazis to work out their own alliances on their 
own terms. The German Left was wiped out. Only much later did German 
communists find the way open to power, after 1945, and then solely by 
virtue of the victories of the Red Army in the eastern part of Germany. In 
the western part the SPD had to wait until 1966 before entering government 
again. 

By the 19305 only in France were the con1munists still doing reasonably 
well. Until 1932. they oscillated around the 10 per cent mark. By 1934 the 
PCF had dropped the sectarian anti-socialist 'class against class' line, and in 
the elections of 1936, fighting under the banner of democracy and anti
fascism, it increased its share of the vote to 15.3 per cent, with 1. 5 million 
votes (a gain of 800,000) and seventy-two seats (a gain of sixty-one).36 It 
subsequently refused to join the socialist-led government, but supported it in 
Parliament until the end of the year. This, apart from the Spanish case (see 
below), was the nearest a West European comn1unist party ever came to 
sharing in the responsibility of running a country. 

The road, however, had been hard. By 1922-23, after its failure to conquer 
the nlajority of the socialist electorate, the PCP was as isolated as the other 
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communist parties. This isolation increased with the general Boishevization 
of European coolmunism from 192.4 onwards. It reached it apex at the end 
of the 192.08 when the sectarian policy of the 'Third Period' was adopted. 
Any form of alliance strategy (from above or from below) was abandoned. 
It was assumed that conditions for an armed insurrection were rapidly 
developing and that capitalism would soon collapse. Social democrats were 
viciously labelled 'social fascists', the 'left wing of the bourgeoisie'. The Wall 
Street crash (192.9) seemed to confirnl the widely held belief (on the Left) 
that capitalism was doomed. During this period the overall membership of 
the peF decreased, but while many intellectuals left the party, many prominent 
ones joined, including Andre Breton, Louis Aragon, Paul Eluard (all sur
realists), Henri Lefebvre, Paul Nizan and Georges Politzer.37 This had very 
little to do with the strategic line of the party. Whatever the causes of the 
PCF's attraction for intellectuals, it neither courted them nor knew how to 
use them. The leaders were usually of working-class extraction and sus
picious of intellectuals. 

I t was only in 1934 that the line changed: sectarianism was dropped in 
favour of a united front with all other anti-fascist forces. This change had 
some real political significance in only two countries: France and Spain. The 
causes of the change of line were tnanifold; the lessons drawn from the Nazi 
accession to power; the USSR's fear of being isolated and facing a hostile 
capitalist world (which led to a rapprochement with France embodied in the 
Stalin-Laval anti-German pact of May 1935); pressures from other Western 
communist parties; the obvious dead-end into which the 'Third Period' 
policies had led. COlnmunists everywhere began to work for an alliance with 
socialists and social democrats. This eventually expanded to include anti
fascist centre parties and crystallized in the shape of the Popular Front. 

The Popular Front was welcomed with particular enthusiasm by French 
communists. The party borrowed the revolutionary and patriotic rhetoric of 
French radicals in order to 'nationalize' itself by association with the Jacobin 
tradition. It could do so without fear of ideological contamination. The 
Bolsheviks liked to coo1pare themselves to the Jacobins and the years after 
1917 were full of references back to revolutionary France.38 But it was only 
in the 1930S that 'French communism made its peace with French political 
traditions. The Popular Front brought together comn1unisln and the Third 
republic.'39 To signify its renewal, the party changed its name from Patti 
Communiste de France to Parti Communiste Franc;ais. 

This exaltation of Frenchness and French history was to be long-lasting. 
The party never really abandoned it. The rapport which existed between the 
French coo1munists and their country's history is peculiarly French. Not 
many other socialist forces in other countries have a historical past which so 
readily provides justification and legitimacy for a revolutionary language 
structured by anti-clericalism and populism. The French conlmunists could 
write - as did their leader, Maurice Thorez - 'In the name of the working 
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class, the Communists claim the heritage of the Encyclopedists of the eight
eenth century, d'Alembert, Diderot, Voltaire, Montesquieu, Rousseau etc.,40 
Fusing the Stalinist vulgate with Gallic populism, they could rally round 
Jeanne d'Arc, the Jacobins, 1848 and the Commune of Paris; sing the Mar
seillaise with tears in their eyes, and drape themselves in the tricolour with 
reasonable credibility.41 Their British or German (or even Italian) comrades 
never had so fertile a field of radical national traditions to plough. 

All in all, the French communists improved their prospects significantly 
during the period of the Popular Front. The party's membership was up 
from 32,000 in 1932 to 290,000 at the end of 1936, again overtaking the 
socialists. The fourteen National Assembly deputies of 1928 had become 
seventy-two in 1936. Its vote rose from 800,000 in 1932. to nearly 1.5 million 
in 1936. In 1932 the PCF had only 8 per cent of the vote; in 1936 it had 15 
per cent. By contrast, the radicals receded from 19 per cent in 1932. to 14 per 
cent in 1936, while the SFIO remained stationary at around 20 per cent.42 

As in Spain, the French Communist Party's strategy aimed to bring about 
an anti-fascist government with the paramount goal of stopping fascism. It 
would not be a government expected to initiate sweeping reforms (capitalism 
could not be reformed), and it would not be revolutionary (this could only 
be achieved by following the Bolsheviks, that is, through armed insurrection). 
The paradoxical consequence was that the PCF fought for a government 
which would be neither revolutionary nor reformist. It excluded itself from 
the governn1ent and did everything it could to avoid frightening the middle 
classes and the centrist parties (in France the radicals, in Spain the republic
ans).43 In fact, on 6 August 1936, after the victory of the Popular Front, 
Maurice Thorez advocated a wider alliance, the Front Frans;ais, which would 
be purely defensive: defence of republican legality, of the national economy 
and of the international status quo (i.e. an anti-German collective security 
system).44 Six months earlier, at the Eighth Party Congress Qanuary 1936), 
Thorez had defined the Popular Front government as an anti-fascist 
government that would 'make the rich pay' and that would be the 'preface 
to armed insurrection for the dictatorship of the proletariat'.45 There are no 
inconsistencies: the PCF still held the view that reforms within capitalism 
were impossible, and that everything which was done was done in view of 
an armed insurrection. The PCF could be as moderate as the radicals, while 
maintaining its Bolshevik credentials intact. But the intellectual poverty of 
this mode of thinking could not but prevent all further thought: 'words 
without thoughts never to heaven go.' 

The radical party too did not want a reformist or a revolutionary pro~ 
gramme, but was quite ready to adopt the revolutionary rhetoric of the 
communists. The PCF programme was anti-capitalist in words only: inveighing 
against the minority of 'parasites' in society, the 'Council of Regents of the 
Banque de France', the 'kings of commerce', and the 'two-hundred families' 
which ruled the country.46 
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By the eve of the war the PCF was the only communist party left in 
Europe with a substantial electoral following. Elsewhere it was banned, 
crushed or electorally insignificant. 

Clearly, by any reasoned judgement, the record of pre-war communism in 
Europe must be described as one of failure. But this should not obscure the 
positive political contributions it nevertheless made. In some cases - Great 
Britain, for instance - communist parties provided the terrain for the training 
of an entire generation of political activists, intellectuals and trade unionists.47 

In others it provided a nucleus of dedicated activists who would fotm the 
ba~kbone of the resistance lTIOVement to Nazism during the Second World 
War, as in Italy and France. In most instances, through the policy of popular 
frontism, they provided much of the impetus for the anti-fascist struggle. In 
a few rare cases communist parties provided the only terrain for an original 
development of Marxist theory (e.g. the Italian Communist Party, with 
Antonio Gramsci and Palmiro Togliatti). It is thus perfectly possible to 
produce a more favourable balance-sheet than may be deduced from the 
electoral and political results. However, this cannot alter the overall negative 
judgement on the paucity of communist achievements. The purpose of 
forming communist parties was not to train trade unionists, advance Marxism, 
or even fight against fascism to restore parliamentary democracy. Communist 
parties were formed to lead the world revolution. This they did not do. Their 
positive achievements were, in some cases, in areas where others had done 
as well, if not better. When they approached power (as in France and Spain), 
their belief that reforms within capitalism were impossible or counter
productive led them to side with the least refOtll1ist wing of the anti-fascist 
coalition. 

The Socialists: Nordic Success and 
Spanish Failure 

The belief that capitalist society could not be t'eformed into socialism was 
not, however, peculiar to comnTunist revolutionaries. Socialists shared it too. 
Their reformistn did not entail a belief that it was possible to introduce 
elements of socialism into the body of capitalist society. Unlike the followers 
of Bolshevisn1, they believed that socialism could be introduced peacefully 
following an electoral victory which would give them control over Parliament 
and the n1achinery of governnlcnt. They would then use this machinery to 
bring about a permanent redistribution of power by eliminating private 
ownership of the principal means of production and exchange. Thus, they 
were working with a conception of socialism as a 'model of society', that is, 
a 'final goal' to be attained. 

The communists believed that 'liberal' democratic institutions could not 
be fully utilized for the seizure of power and that they were incompatible 
with the establishlnent of a socialist society (that is, a society in transition 
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towards communism). For their part, the socialists did not really contemplate 
any changes in the political organization of society except in the sense that 
they would eventually abolish undemocratic relics (unelected upper chambers, 
monarchy, restrictions on the suffrage if any). 

On the whole the communist parties failed to establish themselves as 
leading contenders for power. Conversely, the socialist parties in almost all 
cases emerged as one of the two main political parties. In all cases they 
became the main party of the working class and were able to form a 
government in many countries of Western Europe between the wars for 
example, in Sweden, Great Britain, Germany and Spain. The First World 
War, the Bolshevik Revolution and the ensuing collapse of the Second 
International had clearly not done any harm to the electoral strength of the 
socialist parties, which generally achieved between a quarter and a third of 
the vote, as can be seen from Table 2. I. 

The war contributed to the growth of the socialist parties. Change and 
innovation - as so often happens - were immeasurably accelerated by the 
war. The 'mass society' which was just beginning to emerge at the turn of 
the century had finally been established. The new situation favoured 'new' 
political parties: old conservative parties had to be 'born again' (the British 
Conservatives - as did the Labour Party - stole the clothes of the Liberals 
and became an unambiguously pro-capitalist party); new authoritarian parties 
emerged (Italian Fascists and German National Socialists). Socialist parties, 
unlike the communists, had surfaced from the war as legitimate 'national' 
forces. This brusque transition to political legitimacy, objectively ratified by 
electoral success, meant that many socialist parties were propelled in a short 
space of time towards an active share in governmental power though, on the 
whole, very few were prepared for it. The French socialists found themselves 
in de facto alliance with the radicals, the British with the Liberals, the Spanish 
with the republicans, the Swedish with the Liberal Party (1917) and then 
with the Agrarian Party (I936), the Norwegian with the Farmers' Party (1935), 
the German with the Centre Party (among others). In most cases, the 
experience was not happy: the combined pressure of facing unforeseen 
problems (such as a world economic collapse), having to negotiate with a 
governmental partner usually able to switch sides by turning to the parties 
to their right, and trying to satisfy the aspirations of its voters and the often 
immoderate expectations of its rank and file, proved too much. 

There were exceptions, notably in Scandinavia and especially in Sweden. 
The Swedish social democrats were able to combat unemployment more 
effectively than the German SPD and the British Labour Party. In so doing, 
between I932 and 1938 they laid the foundation for what would become the 
modern West European conception of social democracy after the Second 
World W'ar: the cOlnpromise between labour and capital, with a welfare state 
and full employment.48 

Between the war and 1932 the Swedish Social Democratic Party (Social-
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Table 2. I Socialist, social~democratic and labour parties' share of the vote, 19 18-40 (%) 

Aus Bel Dnk Fin Fra Ger Ger HoI Ita Nor Swe UK 
(SPD) (USPD) 

19 18 

19 19 
192.0 
192.1 
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36.0 p .. 2.

a 
21.6 17.9 
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1933 37·3 18,3 
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1937 21.9 
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; 1.6 21.4 

2.9·7 
30 .7 

18·4 41.1 33.3 

37. 1 

40.1 

38. I 

Notes: a This is the result of the third election of 1920. The socialists obtained 29.3 per cent 
in the first and 29.9 per cent in the second. b Socialists fought the elections in alliance with 
radicals and others resulting in about one hundred socialist deputies. In 19 I 9 68 SFIO 
deputies had been elected. C Results of second election of that year. The SPD obtained 20.5 

per cent in the first. d Results of second election of that year. The SPD obtained 11.6 per 
cent in the first. e There were elections in Italy in 191.4 but because of widespread violence 
and intimidation they cannot be considered valid. 

demokratiska Arbetarepartiet - SAP) had repeatedly been in government, 
either in coalition with the Liberal Party (October 19 I 7 to March 1918), or 
as a minority government (March-October 1920, October 192.1 to April 
192;, and October 192.4 to June 1926). Coalition with a bourgeois party had 
become acceptable to most social democrats on the grounds that Sweden 
was politically backward and that its bourgeoisie could not be relied upon to 
carry out the den1ocratization of society: 'we have acquired a strong and 
large Social Democratic Patty that must carry out the work accomplished by 
the bourgeoisie in other nations.'49 
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Although the Swedish social democrats did not officially abandon their 
original Marxism (Le. the theory of exploitation and the demand for the 
collectivization of the means of production), they did not put forward any 
plans for institutional reform: the state machinery was to be left intact under 
a monarchy. There were to be no major nationalizations. Instead, the SAP 
established a successful 'corporative' structure for permanent negotiations 
between employers, trade unions and government on labour market and 
social policies. 50 

In the 1920S the SAP introduced the pre- I 9 I 4 social-democratic demand 
for the eight-hour day, while at the same time shedding traditional pre-war 
social-democratic ideology by turning down proposals for widespread 
nationalization advanced by its left-wing tendency.51 By then, the SAP was 
left with no distinct programme for an overall reform of society. The great 
radical plans of 1920 had disappeared and after 1924 the question of industrial 
democracy (which had never seriously interested the unions) was, in practice, 
dropped.52 The social democrats developed an analysis which correlated 
progress with the growth of economic concentration. 53 This view, akin to 
Hilferding's theory of 'organized capitalism', signalled the acceptance of the 
'class compromise' between labour and capital, keystone of Swedish social 
democracy. 

In 1932 the first social-democratic government to possess a majority in 
Parliament was elected in Sweden. For the first time the labour moven1ent 
was in the business of formulating policy. Both the Trade Union Confedera
tion (the Landorganisationen LO) and the social-denl0cratic government 
gave priority to economic growth. In so doing, they accepted that the 
Depression which ensued from the 1929 crash did not constitute the crisis of 
capitalism and could not be an occasion for implementing the vast socializa
tion measures which had been reiterated in various programmes. In any case, 
the party had dropped from its 1932. electoral manifesto all references to 
socialism and to socialization of the means of production. It had become 
necessary to manage capitalisn1 and to manage it differently. The LO entered 
into a pact (the so-called Saltsjobaden Agreement) with the employers' associ
ation (Svenska Arbetsgivareforeningen SAF) in 1938, which established 
collective bargaining and a code of practice for the regulation of industrial 
relations. 54 The actual content of the agreement was not as inlportant as its 
symbolic significance.55 Nevertheless, it reinforced the centralized nature of 
the LO and was based on two principles. The unions accepted the 
management's right to manage, while the SAF recognized the unions' right 
to represent the workers. It survived as the basis of industrial relations in 
Sweden until the 197°5. 

Other factors helped the Swedish social democrats: their native bourgeois 
opponents were weak, uncertain, vacillating and disunited. The unity between 
the industrial wing of the labour movement (the unions) and the political 
wing (the party) was exceptionally solid, unlike in Germany or France.56 
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Furthermore, while other social-democratic parties - such as the SFIO, the 
SPD and the Labour Party acceded to power only through an alliance with 
the 'bourgeois' centre, the SAP, in May 1933, found its strongest ally in the 
Agrarian Party when they signed the so-called Crisis Agreement. 57 The SAP 
and the Agrarian Party governed together ~ with one minor interruption -
from 1933 to 1939, then in a wartime coalition with all the other parties 
(except for the communists), and then between 1951 and 1957. The parties 
of the bourgeoisie had thus to face a 'united front' of parties representing 
not only the traditional labour movement, but also a politically well-organized 
farming sector committed to protectionism (against the import of wheat) 
and market regulation to ensure the price stabilization of dairy products. 
This unique pattern of a 'worker-peasant' alliance led by social democracy 
was reproduced only in the other Nordic countries: in Denmark (January 
1933), Norway (1935) and Finland (1937).58 In Norway, as in Sweden, the 
compromise between farmers and workers which gave rise to the minority 
Labour Government of 1935 led by Johan Nygaardsvold, involved social 
welfare legislation, unemployment insurance, old-age pensions, and a nlinimum 
wage for the workers as well as new or greatly increased price stabilization 
subsidies to farmers and fishermen. 59 

Between 1933 and 1938 the SAP-led government introduced employment 
creation programoles, a housing programme to the benefit of large families, 
indexation of pensions, near-universal maternity benefits, paid holidays and 
state loans to newly married couples.60 The Swedish social democrats used 
new counter-cyclical policies, developed by home-grown economists (\Xlicksell 
and the Stockholm School), to fight unemployment. One of the leading 
social-democratic thinkers and future minister of finance, Ernst Wigforss, 
adopted an underconsumptionist theory and a plan against unemploynlent 
based on the active intervention of the state (not dissimilar from policies 
later advocated by !(eynes and others in Britain). The Swedish social demo
cratic government, unlike the left-wing governments in Britain (1929-3 I), 
France (1936-37) and Spain (1936-39) and the Weimar coalition (1928-3°), 
presided over a successful economic recovery which lasted well into the late 
1930S (unlike the New Deal which, by 1937, was in difficulties). While, in 
July 1933, there were 139,000 unemployed, by August 1937 this had been 
reduced to 9,600. 61 Was this entirely due to the government's use of the state 
budget as an instrument of recovery? Retrospective attempts to trace the 
origins of a (Swedish model' to the 19305 tend to conceal Swedish ex
ceptionalism. 

S\veden's export-led, post- 1932 recovery was helped by the fact that most 
of its exports were forest products (four-fifths of the total), and the rest 
were iron are, iron and steel. Being vital to the rest of the world) these 
products were little affected by the growth of protectionism in the 193 os. 
Exports were boosted by rearmament and by the huge British housing 
programme, for which Sweden was a major supplier of taw materials.62 
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Nevertheless, fron1 1934 onwards Swedish recovery was based on the growth 
of domestic demand due to the huge expansion in the building industry 
(which accounted for one-third of all industrial employment). Such expansion 
was facilitated by the enormous increase in state investment. Further growth 
in domestic demand was achieved thanks to the government's agricultural 
policy (the SAP's coalition partners, the Agrarian Party, played a central role 
in this), which boosted the purchasing power of farmers. Finally, it should be 
noted that, unlike their comrades in Britain and France (not to speak of 
Germany and Spain!), and unlike the New Dealers in the USA, the Swedish 
social democrats were able to pursue their expansionist policy without en
countering any serious opposition from the industrialists.63 The weakness of 
the Right as a political and social force a weakness which led to the 
employers' acceptance of the Saltsjobaden Agreement - n1ust stand as one 
of the fundamental reasons for the success of the Swedish Left. The SAP 
kept to its side of the de facto con1promise with the bourgeoisie. Moreover, 
there were no constitutional barriers to the rule of the Left: the first socialist
liberal coalition of 1917 had democratized the Upper Chamber by having it 
elected by local authorities, while removing all property qualifications for 
local elections.64 

By 1940 the last paragraph of the preamble to the party programme 
contained a statement which declared social democracy ~to be one with the 
Swedish nation', rather than 'with Social Democracy in other countries' as in 
the previous programme. The welfare state was the new goal; nationalization 
and class conflict had been dropped; democracy was valued for itself rather 
than as a tactic; the national road, based on a relatively insulated national 
economy, had come to prevail over internationalism. The Swedish model had 
come in to being.65 

Arguably, one could speak in broader terms of a Nordic model, since the 
itinerary of the Danish social democrats was not very different. They were 
part of the national coalition formed in 1916 (Denmark was neutral). The 
social-democratic leader Thorvald Stauning was prime minister of a minority 
government between 192.4 and 192.6. This failed, unable to stabilize an 
economy hurt by the previous governmenes premature withdrawal of wartime 
controls. In 192.9 the social democrats returned to power with 42. per cent 
of the vote. When the world crisis hit Denmark (1933), the employers, 
confident that the unions were too weak to resist, wanted to cut wages. The 
government intervened, banning strikes as well as lockouts, and extending 
wage agreen1ents. The social detnocrats invited the agrarian party, Venstre, to 
enter into a pact, later known as the I<anslergade Agreement, whereby the 
currency would be devalued, taxation on farms reduced, public works started 
and a social reform programme implemented. 66 As in Sweden, there were no 
nationalizations, but, given the relation of forces between employers and 
employees, the intervention of the governn1ent in farm prices and industrial 
wages was de facto pro-labour even though it appeared impartia1.67 
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Other socialist parties, even when they shared power, did not produce 
anything remotely resembling a model or a credible alternative to capitalislu. 
This is not difficult to understand, given that in virtually all cases socialist 
parties appeared to enter government without knowing what do to. It was as 
if, because the time had not come for a socialist government, they felt they 
should not be in power at all. It was as if they felt History had somehow 
cheated them by giving them power prematurely, when they still had little 
idea of what should be done. Like their communist rivals, the socialists had 
a notion of what the final goal might look like. Unlike them, their political 
strategy to get there involved winning an election when the situation was 
ripe, i.e. with the country solidly behind them, and the capitalists quiescent, 
paralysed by fear. What one was supposed to do between winning the election 
and reaching the final goal was a matter of intense speculation and utter 
uncertainty. 

Nevertheless, comparatively speaking, the inter-war years witnessed a 
hardening of the North-South division in the socialist movement, already 
apparent at the turn of the century. In Nordic Europe socialists were laying 
the foundation of the most successful welfare states in Europe. In the South 
the situation was dismal. There was no socialist party to speak of in Greece. 
Portugal was ruled by a traditional clerical regime destined to last fifty years. 
In Italy fasciso1 had triumphed. Only in Spain could socialists nurture some 
hopes. They were tragically frustrated. At first, however, the situation appeared 
promising. A limited corporatist experience, involving socialist participation, 
occurred in Spain in 1923, when the Primo de Rivera dictatorship, influenced 
by Catholic social doctrines, obtained the co-operation of the trade union 
federation (the UGT) and of the Spanish Socialist Workers' Party (PSOE). 
One of its main representatives, Largo Caballero, became a o1en1ber of the 
Council of State and trade unionists sat with employers' representatives on 
some of the new corporate bodies. 68 

No significant social reforols were achieved in this experiment. The formal 
justification for socialist co-operation was the need to accelerate the end of 
the n10narchical regime. Those who were in favour of collaboration acted on 
the basis of the I<:.autskyist-Marxist doctrine of the two stages: first bourgeois 
democracy, then socialism. This theory, however, purported to describe a 
whole process of historical development and consequently no specific tactics 
necessarily followed from it. Participation in a bourgeois government could 
be justified on the grounds that it was necessary to enable it to carry out its 
'historical task', namely the construction of bourgeois detTIocracy. Conversely, 
the theory could be used to support abstentionist tactics on the grounds that 
the socialist party had to wait until the bourgeois"democratic stage was 
completed. In fact, 'theory' was used as a peg on which to hang whatever 
tactics - intervention or inaction - seemed suitable.69 The use of theory as 
a substitute for strategic thinking, rather than as an instrument for the analysis 
of reality, disguised a paucity of ideas on what to do with political power. 
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The Spanish Socialist Party used the two-stage theory to justify its acceptance 
of the apparent inevitability of a bourgeois-democratic phase prior to the 
'real' socialist revolution. In reality, it seems that the internal disputes of this 
party were far more attributable to the rivalries between personalities and 
disagreements over organizational questions than to any marked ideological 
conflict. 70 

Collaboration with Primo de Rivera, though much criticized, was part of 
the process of political legitimation of the PSOE. This led to the formation 
in 1931 of a government in coalition with the republicans. Caballero was 
minister for labour and used the post to achieve pro-worker legislation, 
including the eight-hour day, which enhanced the influence of the UGT. The 
socialists were able in addition to obtain a progressive constitution. The 1931 
coalition was defeated in the elections of 1933 and much of its legislation 
was not implemented by the incoming conservative coalition which ruled 
Spain until the victory of the Popular Front in 1936. 

The Spanish Popular Front was at first a republican-socialist coalition, in 
which socialist participation was supported by the communists, then a minor 
force in Spanish politics. The socialists wanted social reforms, but the 
communists, envisaging the Front as broadly anti-fascist, wished to keep as 
many (non-socialist) republican forces in it as possible, since they did not 
really think that the new republic had much chance of developing in a socialist 
direction. Because the communists had limited goals, they tended to support 
the 'centre-right' of the coalition, though they were reluctant to enter the 
government. 71 The same situation was developing in France, where radicals 
and communists coalesced against attempts to elaborate a detailed programme 
of social reforms. Unlike its French equivalent, however, the Spanish Popular 
Front was brought down by a long civil war whose crucial cause was the 
threat of agrarian reform. 72 The war seemed to confirm that in particular 
circumstances even reformist policies might lead to a violent reaction and 
that gradual, peaceful and legal transformations might not always be possible. 
The war showed how pivotal the international context had become in the 
chances of the Left acceding to power. The Western democracies simply 
looked on, unwilling to act. Soviet help had been significant in altering the 
power balance within the Spanish Left to the advantage of the communists, 
while German and Italian intervention were in turn determinant in ensuring 
Franco's victory. 

The German Social Democrats 

Unlike most other socialist parties in the immediate post-war period the 
German Social Democratic Party (SPD) faced a particular dilemma: it was in 
power in a period which approximated to a revolutionary situation: 1918-20. 

I say 'approximated', because, with hindsight, few of the necessary pre
conditions for a German version of the Bolshevik Revolution existed. 73 Like 
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the Bolsheviks, the revolutionaries were in a minority, but, unlike them, they 
were very far fron1 being able to mobilize armed forces. In other words, 
neither a majority revolution (e.g. a situation in which those who take to the 
streets to force a rupture with the old regime have the clear backing of a 
majority of the population), nor a minority coup, were possible (the latter 
was tried by the Spartacists in I9I9 and ended in utter failure). 

The realistic alternative, a democratically elected left-wing government, 
able to neutralize the opposition by legal means, would have necessitated an 
agreement between the old SPD and the USPD. But the two social-democratic 
parties did not have a majority and the USPD was unwilling to serve with 
bourgeois parties. What followed was a coalition in which the SPD shared 
power with the parties of the centre (the Centre Party and the German 
Democratic Party). 

The SPD found itself paralysed in this coalition, unable to modify the 
fundan1ental structures of power of the old regime: the army, the civil service 
and the judiciary. What is at issue is the extent to which the SPD com
promised, and particularly whether it went further than necessary in preserving 
the old social order. What is clear is that when it took charge of the 
government, the SPD was completely devoid of any concrete plan for a 
radical reform of the economy. 

The real achievement of the SPD was the creation of the Weimar Republic. 
Considering its tragic end, however, one should say that the SPD had handed 
itself a poisoned chalice. The new democratic constitution had established 
the republic and extended social rights (universal suffrage, basic freedoms, 
education for all, etc.). But the economic and social order had remained 
unreformed. The SPD identified with the new constitution completely and 
was virtually its only true supporter. 74 

It can be argued that little could be done given the real relations of forces 
which prevailed in and out of Parliament, and that the constitution, because 
it contained clauses committing the state to what was in effect a welfare 
state, established a legal framework for future struggles. The SPD could and 
did claim that the Erfurt Programme had been incorporated in the new 
cons ti tu tion. 75 

What policies did the SPD have? How did it conceive of the tasks of 
socialists? In the progratnme adopted at Garlitz in I 921, it stated quite 
categorically that the essentially politica! transformation had been accomplished: 
'[the party] considers the den10cratic republic to be the form of government 
irrevocably given by historical development.,76 The consolidation of this 
political revolution required little more than 'the creation of a uniforn1 system 
of local governtnent'.77 The political road to socialism was thus opened. 
What was still required was 'the progressive transformation of the entire 
capitalist economy into a Socialist economy operated for the common good'.78 The 
first steps in this direction, according to the programme, would be anti-trust 
legislation and nationalizations. 
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If the SPD had simply assumed that constitutional and parliamentary 
struggle contained all the necessary conditions for social transformation, 
then it could be legitimately accused of 'parliamentary cretinism'. But that 
was not the case. The party accepted that the constitutional compromise had 
to be underpinned by a compromise between capital and labour in the form 
of a pact between the trade unions and the employers~ association (the 
Stinnes-Legien Pact of November-December 1918). 

It follows that what really governed the evolution of the system in a 
progressive direction was the circumstances prevailing at the time. In the 
period prior to 1923 these tended to favour the labour movement (even 
though the SPD was out of government after 1920). In 1918 and 1919 
measures benefiting the working class were introduced: the eight-hour day, 
unemployment benefits, and the institutionalized system of wage regulation 
and arbitration.79 This was not accomplished simply because of the strength 
of the socialists in Parliament, but because of the power of the working class 
as manifested in, for instance, the number of strikes, including political strikes 
in defence of the republic against attempted coups by the Right. The massive 
inflation of 192 ;-24 ended the phase of working-class advance. Inflation in 
Austria had similar effects on the socialists: the stabilization policies which 
followed the period of inflation forced the Austrian socialists out of govern
ment. so 

The trade unions pushed for wage protection instead of fiscal reform. 
The resulting unemployment 'allowed industry to renegotiate with Labour 
the terms of the social partnership that had been accepted five years earlier 
only under menace of revolution'.81 The employers regained confidence: 
lockouts prevailed over strikes, which became increasingly defensive. The 
eight-hour day was abandoned. B2 

The SPD (no\v reunited with the USDP) produced a new programme at 
its Congress of Heidelberg in 1925. It was closer to the old Erfurt Programme 
in its insistence that 'The proletarians are growing ever more numerous~ the 
antagonism between exploiters and exploited ever more marked, and the 
class struggle ... ever mote bitter.'83 Support for the democratic republic was 
reiterated ('the most favourable basis for the working-class struggle for 
emancipation and hence for the realization of Socialism'), as was belief in 
nationalization and anti-trust legislation. The only real novelty was an appeal 
specifically directed at the middle classes: 'Not only the proletarians but also 
the n1iddle classes are being denied a full share in the material and cultural 
progress that the enhanced productive forces lnake possible/s4 This could 
have been the basis for the construction of an anti-monopolistic coalition, 
by giving German socialiso1 what it had always lacked: a populist anti-big
business perspective. 

However, this kind of perspective was alien to the more novel aspects of 
SPD thinking, of which Rudolf Hilferding was a leading exponent.85 In his 
keynote address to the 192.7 Party Congress in I<iel, 'The Task of Social 



Democracy', he developed the concept of 'organized capitalism' which he 
had begun to analyse in 1915. This tern1 defined the existing stage of capitalist 
development as the effective end of the free-market system and the definitive 
establishment of an economy dominated and regulated by cartels and trusts, 
organized internationally by growing monopolies: 

Organised capitalism thus means in effect the replacement of the capitalist prin
ciple of free competition by the socialist principle of planned production. This 
planned, deliberately managed form of economy is much more susceptible to the 
conscious influence of society, which means to the influence of the sole institution 
capable of the conscious, compulsory organisation of the whole society, the state.86 

B~t this 'collectivized' and 'organized' economy was still led by the capitalists. 
It followed that the task of social democrats was to use the state (now 
democratized) to guide the economy. The growth of monopolies and cartels 
had led to the end of laissezfaif'e capitalism. The road to a planned organ
ization of society was now open. The sole remaining problem was that control 
was still in the hands of capitalist private interests. The installation of the 
state at the helm of the economy, and the consequent assumption of political 
and social goals in economic management, would pave the way for the 
transition to socialistn. Hilferding's work can be thus considered a compelling 
conceptualization of one of the central co-ordinates of the economic thinking 
of West European social detnocracy in its most statist expression. 

Between 1920 and 1928 the SPD was out of office, although it frequently 
took part in coalition governments in some of the Liinder (especially in 
Prussia). It was back in office in a Grosse Koalition in r 928. But now it was 
trapped. Though in government, the SPD could do little to gain conttol over 
the economy. The growth of unemployment, the 'investment strike' of the 
en1ployers, and the concomitant fiscal crisis 'combined to negate the victories 
of the preceding years'.87 By then the situation was, if anything, a counter
revolutionary one. Like the Labour Party in Britain, the SPD (with Hilferding 
as minister of finance) approved a severely deflationary package. The fear of 
a return to the hyperinflation of 1923-24 - what came to be knOViTn Angst 
vor der Inflation - had paralysed even the social democrats. ss The labour n1ove
ment was already in full retreat more than three years before the actual Nazi 
takeover. The employers, compelled by economic circumstances to contain 
wages, had nothing to offer the unions. These, in turn, could not be expected 
to 'abandon positions which had been won previously or to guarantee 
extensive material concessions to the employers'.89 Weilnar had reached a 
state of deadlock. The conciliatory strategy of the SPD had failed as had 
that of its communist rivals, who had mistaken the crisis of Weimar for that 
of capitalism in general. The pro-Weimar basis of Parliament had been further 
reduced by the electoral advances of the Nazi party. The SPD was on the 
retreat, desperately bent on making any compromise with the conservative 
Right to preserve the republic. As we know, this strategy did not work and 
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German social democracy was destroyed by Nazism and, at least temporarily, 
eradicated from the face of Europe. The reconciliation of capital and labour, 
which had been the de facto policy of the SPD, had failed. The compromise 
between capital and labour had made Weimar possible; its failure almost 
inevitably led to Weimar's collapse.9o The social democrats' first experience 
of a 'parliamentary road to socialism' was extremely inauspicious and, in 
Germany, quite tragic. Fascists, on the other hand, at least judging from their 
successes in Germany and Italy, found that the 'parliamentary road to fascism' 
paid off handsomely. 

The Popular Front in France 

French socialism, though it suffered a less dramatic fate, was nevertheless 
also a substantial failure. U nUke the SPD, the French Socialist Party played 
a very small role in shaping post-war France. The country had emerged 
victorious from the war, with its bourgeois establishment intact and the 
consensus which underlay the Third Republic much enhanced. The SFIO 
had surfaced rather weakened from the Tours Congress (192.0), where the 
pro-Bolshevik majority had split to form the PCF. The consequence was that 
the French labour movement was more than ever consigned to a ghetto 
within the political system of the Third Republic.91 The socialists very soon 
recouped the lost ground and, in terms of members and votes, overtook the 
French Communist Party for the rest of the inter-war years, even though the 
party lost most of its proletarian base to the PCF. It had few workers, few 
trade unionists, a feeble press and no party apparatus. 92 

In 192.4 just over one-third of SFIO parliamentarians were of working
class extraction. By 1936 out of its 146 MPs only sixteen were workers, while 
teachers formed the largest single professional group. The socialist parlia
mentarians now, more than ever, reflected la France Itl(!),enne. Outside its 
strongholds in the Department of the Nord, the SFIO had become the party 
of rural, agricultural, southern France. 93 

In fact, in terms of its personnel, organization, membership and electoral 
basis, the SFIO had become indistinguishable from the Radical Party. It 
needed a strong ideological profile to maintain its identity, which is probably 
why, in spite of its increasingly reformist political practice, it retained a formal 
attachment to Marxism and the ideals of constructing a socialist society. It 
should be added, however, that as explained in the preceding chapter - the 
ideological profile of the SFIO had never been high, that it was in1bued with 
the vague ideology of French radicalism from the very beginning, and that 
(due to the anti-party, syndicalist orientation of the main trade union con
federation, the CGT) it had a much smaller proletarian base than other 
socialist parties. 

Nevertheless, its size and power, as well as the fragmented nature of 
French politics, prevented the SFIO from remaining a purely opposition 
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party. To avoid a repeat of the electoral defeat of 1919, it sought an electoral 
alliance with the Radical Party in 192.4 (the Cartel des Gauches). Between 
1924 and 1926 it supported a government whose policies it could do little to 
influence, then in 192.6 it withdrew again into opposition. 

Leon Blum, the acknowledged leader of the reformist wing after 1928, 
insisted, like Jaures, on the 'national road' to socialism, except that now the 
reference to a national road had a distinctly anti-Soviet ring to it. Blum's 
socialism, like that of most SFIO n1embers, was formally based on Marxism, 
though in fact it was a mixture of enlightened rationalism, humanisn1, anti
clericalisn1 and internationalism.94 

Between 1922 and 1926 Blum developed a conceptual distinction between 
the conquest of power and the exercise of power. 95 The conquest 0/ power was a 
revolutionary, though not necessarily violent, act, which led to a new social 
order based on new property relations. This could occur only under deter
n1inate conditions: a n1ass party, an advanced culture, a strong economy and 
international peace. It would be the culmination of a lengthy evolutionary 
period. 

The second concept - that of the exercise of pOlver - was developed at a 
special party congress in January 1926, as a response to a new situation 
brought about by the 1924 Cartel des Gauches. The new concept would 
function as a theoretical justification should the SFIO be 'forced' into 
government before the conditions for the conquest of power were ripe. 
Until capitalism collapsed, all socialists could hope for was to 'exercise' power, 
which meant pursuing limited reformist goals. During the exercise of power, 
there would be no major change in property relations. 

This 'theory' reproduced in a very slightly modified version the dichotomy 
between the 'final goal' and the 'practical tasks', between the 'day of the 
revolution' and the 'tasks of the present'. The purpose of this distinction was 
to preserve the 'end-state' aspect of socialism, while allowing the party the 
possibility of folIo\ving practical policies. In the Erfurt Progranlnle of pre
I 9 14 days, these policies took the fornl of demands social-democratic parties 
made on established governments. Blum's SFIO remained ideologically very 
much in this pre-war mould, and did not take advantage of its post-Tours 
rebirth to adapt to the new post-war situation (unlike, for instance, the 
Swedish social democrats). Now, with Blum's distinction, the socialists could 
envisage the possibility of exercising power in a non-revolutionary situation. 
This \vould be a 'socialist n1anagement of capitalism'. Socialism itself was 
relegated to a distant future, 'nebulous and mythical'.96 

One should note that these preoccupations were not uncommon within 
the European Left. Socialists often reflected on the problems of having 
political power thrust on an unprepared socialist party. In October 1928 
John Strachey warned that a future Labour governnlent 'would have to rule 
largely at the mercy of the capitalist classes'. All that Labour supporters 
could hope for from this government was 'to secure certain things, some of 
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which would be of definite material benefit to the workers ... and some of 
which ... would be of the greatest assistance to the workers in their further 
struggle'.97 In reality, the Labour government of 1929-31 was not able to 
deliver either. 

By 1934 the threat of fascism had forced the Comintern to abandon its 
sectarian policy. This created the conqitions for a realignment of the Left. In 
France this led to the reunification of the trade union movement and an 
alliance of radicals, socialists and communists under the banner of the Popular 
Front. Blum's theoretical justification for a future government based on this 
alliance was the concept of the occupation of power. This was, clearly, not the 
'conquest' of power; but it was not an exercise of power either, because it 
was not meant to prepare the way for a social revolution. The occupation of 
power - in practice an occupation of office - was a strategy aimed at denying 
the forces of fascism access to power. In this sense it was a defensive strategy,98 

It should he noted, however, that the SFIO programme demanded struc
tural reforms, including nationalizations. The PCF programme was more 
moderate because it could not conceive of gradual progress towards socialism 
within capitalism. It was content to unite as many voters as possible against 
fascism. Its fear of alienating the middle classes was such that it was a 
contributory factor to Maurice Thorez's decision not to seek cabinet posts 
for the communists.99 As it turned out, the only nationalization promised in 
the final programme agreed by the three parties was that of the Banque de 
France and of the armament industries. The programme sought to restore 
purchasing power, establish a fund for the unemployed, the rapid execution 
of public works and support for farming communities (such as a National 
Wheat Marketing Board).loo 

The programme was overtaken by events. In 1936 the most massive and 
unexpected wave of strikes in the history of the Third Republic forced 
employers and unions to the negotiating table. The left-wing government, 
caught by surprise, had to be more radical than it had anticipated. On 7 June~ 

at the Hotel de Matignon, with Blum presiding, the employers agreed to 
collective bargaining and to an increase in wages of between 7 and 15 per 
cent (more for those on lower incomes). A few days later, the government 
introduced legislation establishing the forty-hour week, paid holidays and 
arbitration by the Ministry of Labour in industrial disputes. It encountered 
very little opposition. lol The bill passed on 21 June, instituting, among other 
things, the conge pqye, had not been part of the electoral programme of 1935. 
It was the direct product of workers~ militancy, but also of a wider consensus 
supported by the Catholics, for whom this measure signified more family 
leisure.102 The Con1munist Party played its role by urging the workers to 
accept the agreement; Thorez said that there could be no question of an 
escalation towards a social revolution. 103 The strikes of May-June had panicked 
the patronat, the employers, into making concessions. They had also alarmed 
communists and socialists, who did not believe that this spontaneous unrest 
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could be channelled into revolution. 104 It should be noted that what historians 
consider to be the lasting achievements of the Popular Front government 
(paid holidays and arbitration) were not so dissimilar in kind to what was 
obtained in other countries in the same period. Legislation providing for paid 
holidays had existed before the mid- I 92.05 in Germany, Austria, Denmarkt 

Norway, Finland, Italy, Czechoslovakia and Poland. Between 192.6 and 1934 
similar legislation was enacted in Luxemburg, Greece, Romania, Chile, Mexico, 
Spain, Peru, Brazil and Portugal and, after 1936, in Ireland, Iraq, Belgium and 
Bulgaria. los In the United K.ingdom, home of the oldest labour movement in 
the world, this did not occur. Under the inspiration of Ernest Bevin, the 
TUe obtained representation on a government-appointed committee of 
inquiry into the claim for an annual holiday with pay and, as a direct result, 
in 1938 a law was passed extending paid holidays from three million workers 
to eleven million - a 'minor social revolution', writes Allan Bullock.106 Bevin 
failed, however, to obtain the eight-hour day. Opposition was not limited to 
the government and employers; trade unionists objected on the grounds that 
it "\\,ould interfere with the opportunity to earn overtime pay.107 This is probably 
why the eight-hour day was never instituted in Britain while, in the aftermath 
of the First World War, this demand, sustained by workers' militancy, swept 
its way throughout Europe: it had been proclaimed in Russia after 19 I 7, then 
in 1918-19 in Finland, Norway, Germany, Italy, Poland, France, Spain, Czecho
slovakia, Austria, Holland, Portugal and Sweden. lOS 

The international situation, and British pressures in particular, led the 
Popular Front government to tone down its anti-fascist stance by adopting 
a policy of non-intervention in the Spanish Civil War a policy \vhich was 
not modified even after Germany and Italy had intervened directly. Domestic~ 
ally, the econOll1ic record of the Popular Front was a failure. Blum had to 
wait until September to ensure that the inevitable devaluation of the franc 
would not bring about British and American retaliation. 109 Like so many 
before them, Blum's economic olinisters and advisers were ill-prepared to 
provide an alternative to the orthodoxy of Finance Ministry officials. 110 Blum 
later claioled that he had wanted to be the 'loyal manager of capitalism'.l1I 
The capitalists responded with a Inassive flight of capital. Bluo1 sought special 
powers to counteract this, but failed to obtain the approval of the Senate 
which, dominated by conservatives, was the main source of parliamentary 
opposition to the government. 

Here all the limits of the 'occupation of power' strategy ca01e to the 
surface. Blum backed down even though his constitutional position was far 
from unsound: he had the backing of the Chamber of Deputies and it was 
not certain \vhether the Senate had the constitutional power to overthrow a 
government. IIZ rIe was prisoner of the reforol-revolution dilemma and as
sumed that any attetnpt to resist would cause grave unrest and throw the 
economy into chaos. As Joel Colton shrewdly noted, Lloyd George and 
Franklin Roosevelt did not hesitate to take on, respectively, the House of 
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Lords and the Supreme Court. l13 Blum, like MacDonald before him, simply 
capitulated, accepting the entire institutional framework as an immovable 
constraint. This capitulation was compounded by his agreeing to serve in the 
successor government led by the radical Camille Chautemps. Chautemps did 
obtain from the Senate the powers which had been denied to Blum, but he 
used them for a conventional deflationary programme.114 It was not only the 
economy which defeated the first Popular Front government, but its inability 
to reform the state. It was also a lack of foresight: had these special powers 
been solicited in June-July 1936, when the strike movement was still strong, 
the Senate would have readily granted them.lIs 

If the French Popular Front developed a mythology of its own, this was 
a phenomenon that fed more on the importance of France itself, than on 
any major achievements of the socialist-led government. Although the PCF 
remained outside the government, it was nevertheless reckoned to be of 
fundamental importance by communists everywhere. With the Spanish 
Popular Front, it represented the most important instance of co-operation 
between the communist and socialist wings of the movement. But it is difficult 
to argue convincingly that without it fascism would have taken over in France. 
It is even more implausible to maintain, as some have done retrospectively 
(including supporters of Trotsky), that the Popular Front prevented a spon
taneous workers' revolution. 116 

If there is one single thread in the evolution of Western Europe from 
1917 to date, it is the marked absence of any possibility of a working-class 
revolutionary insurrection on the Bolshevik pattern. Those who failed to 
appreciate this fundamental fact were condemned to the most complete 
political insignificance, or to utter defeat, as subsequent events in Greece 
(1944-48) and Portugal (1974-75) demonstrate. 

The Failure of the British Labour Pa,rty 

In one other country there occurred a situation in which a 'socialist manage~ 
ment of capitalism' was thinkable: Great Britain. 

At the 1923 elections the Conservatives had emerged as the main party, 
but without a majority in the House of Commons. The Labour Party was 
therefore able to rule, but its dependence on the parliamentary support of 
the Liberals made it impossible to contemplate implementing any of the 
distinctive n1easures of the Labour manifesto such as the nationalization of 
the mines, railways and electric power stations. 117 Though the party had no 
plans for dealing with unemployment, Labour made important contributions 
to housing and education reforms. Defeated at the 1924 elections (Liberal 
losses tipped the balance in the Conservatives' favour), 'Labour had proven 
its responsibility. It had supplanted the Liberals as the alternative govern
ment.'l18 

Labour returned to power in 192.9 to head another Liberal-supported 
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minority government, though, for the first time, it had more seats than the 
Conservatives (288 to 260); the Liberals trailed behind with 59 seats. The 
Labour manifesto contained few specific proposals for dealing with un~ 
employment: housing and slum clearance, land drainage, road building. It 
was not clear how these schen1es would be financed. Everyone agreed that 
unemployment was the main problem. Roughly speaking, there were two 
views: that of the Treasury, which suggested that nothing could be done; and 
that of a wide spread of opinion, which included the Liberals, John Maynard 
I<eynes, David Lloyd George, Oswald Mosley (then a Labour minister), the 
Trades lTnion Congress (TUe) , Ernest Bevin's Transport and General 
Workers' Union, all proposing various versions of public works programmes. 
Mosley presented a memorandum to deal quickly and effectively with 
unemployment. This required an injection of cash into the economy by 
expanding credit, increasing purchasing power through higher social benefits 
and pensions, and sonle protectionist nleasures. 119 These measures, influenced 
by I<.eynes, drew considerable support from the Left of the Labour Party 
and from the Liberal Party.120 The Labour leadership, however, decided that 
a sense of econonlic responsibility entailed following the 'Treasury view'. 
The Mosley plan was rejected and Mosley himself abandoned Labour and 
COololitted political suicide by eOlbracing a ludicrous British version of Italian 
fascism, including all its paraphernalia complete with black shirts and street 
thuggery. Thereafter, Labour's financial policies bore 'the depressing imprint 
of Snowden' (the chancellor of the exchequer), who 'accepted the "Treasury 
view" in all its essentials'.121 

The Labour government did not produce any further original thoughts on 
the economy. Its policies became indistinguishable from those of the Con
servatives. It was only when faced with the Labour chancellor's suggestion 
that unemployment benefit be cut that the cabinet split. The resulting crisis 
led to the formation of a 'National Government' dominated by the Con
servatives, but led by the forn1er Labour prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald. 
The Labour Party remained in opposition until 1940. 

Robert Skidelsky has argued convincingly that Laboues insistence that 
only a socialist society could resolve the basic evils of capitalism blocked it 
from dealing effectively with unemployment through I(eynesian techniques: 
'The Labour Party's commitment to a nebulous Socialism made it regard the 
work of the "economic radicals" such as !(eynes as mere "tinkering".'122 Ross 
McI<.ibbin has pointed out that while Labour was in office, there were no 
relevant foreign examples to follow. 123 Britain faced specific international 
constraints which made any serious counter-cyclical budgeting problelnatic. 124 

I(eynes himself (in his Addendunl to the Report of the Macmillan Committee 
on Finance and Industry) was rather vague both as to the size of the budget 
deficit required and to the speed of the predicted economic recovery.125 This 
suggests that the Labour governo1cnt was not free to choose between 
alterna tives. What had to happen happened. 
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This is not the place to arbitrate in the controversy, or to speculate on the 
kind of alternative policies Labour should have developed. What is dear, 
however, is that like its socialist and communist counterparts on the 
continent the Labour Party had been unable to develop an analysis of the 
problems it was likely to face when in power. Furthern10re, the Labour Party 
had not thought through the relationship between its international outlook 
and its domestic plans. In terms of foreign policy Labour internationalism 
amounted to a commitment to the League of Nations, international arbitra
tion, conciliation, disarmament, an extension of the economic functions of 
the League, an international solution to the problem of currency stability, 
and so on. As Robert Boyce has pointed out, the Labour aim of a nationally 
planned economy had to be reconciled with the extension of international 
interdependence, and yet 'it was clear that senior Ministers ... had devoted 
little if any thought to the matter'.126 

Thus, when it achieved power, Labour had neither immediate practical 
plans nor a medium-term strategy. It seems to me that the cause of this was 
the adoption of contradictory political assumptions. While in opposition, 
Labour's fundamental assumption had been that government policies were 
by and large determined by the will of the government; in other words, that 
the constraints which existed were not so much economic as institutional 
(e.g. the House of Lords, the abolition of which appeared in virtually all 
Labour programmes). In opposition Labour thus accepted in its entirety the 
doctrine of the sovereignty of Parliament (and of national sovereignty): once 
in power with a parliamentary majority, anything was possible. 

In government, Labour abandoned this assumption posthaste in favour of 
its opposite: under capitalism fundamental economic and political constraints 
are such that nothing is possible (pending socialism) and therefore nothing 
of a socialist nature can be achieved. Skidelsky has written of Laboues attitude: 
'Socialism was impossible and capitalism was doomed: there was nothing to 
do but govern without conviction a system it did not believe in but saw no 
real prospect of changing.'127 It is not unsurprising that, in spite of the wealth 
of left thinking in the 19305 on planning and social reorganization, there was 
a conspicuous silence on reorganization of the state. For instance, Attlee's 
The Labour Party in Perspective (1937), which has the undoubted merit of being, 
almost certainly, the only manifesto by a socialist leader with a chapter on 
beauty 'One of the heaviest indictments against the Capitalist systen1 is 
that it is destructive of beauty'128 - was completely supportive of the existing 
machinery of government: 'It is my belief that with this machinery we can 
bring about the fundamental changes which we desire.' 'The sole changes 
advocated (,reforms' would be too grand a word), apart from the ritual 
demand for the abolition of the House of Lords, were a speeding-up of 
parliamentary procedure and a reorganization of cabinet functions. 129 Evid
ently, to be electable it was believed that it was necessary to be committed 
to the existing institutional arrangements. 
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Between the wars European socialism had advanced remarkably. In many 
cases it had indeed demonstrated itself to be an electable political force. 
Before the First World War some socialist parties had succeeded in becoming 
the main opposition force and the repositories and focus of demands for 
change. Betw'een the two wars this trend had become universal, blocked only 
by the establishment of a non-democratic authoritarian regime (as in the case 
of Gernlany and Italy). As the history of the post-I945 l:pestern European 
system demonstrates, the downfall of authoritarianism, in all cases, produced 
a political system in which the Left was the main force either in government 
or in opposition (i.e. in Italy, Germany, Spain, Portugal and Greece). Only 
countries with a particular history dominated by unresolved national questions 

of which Ireland remains the outstanding instance failed to conform to 
the trend. So much for the achievements of the Left. On the negative side 
of the balance-sheet the organized Left seldom succeeded in producing novel 
ideas which would match the economic developments of inter-war Europe, 
particularly the downfall of laissei.::/aire capitalism after 1929. 

Once again we should not be too dismissive: real attempts were never~ 
theless made to develop new strategies. We have mentioned Hilferding's 
elaboration of the concept of 'organized capitalism' and Blum's distinction 
betw'een conquest, exercise and occupation of power. In both cases the 
thinkers involved were trying to map out the necessary preconditions for 
some sort of collective control of the econonlY, or to develop a theory of 
intermediate phases. 

Other attempts were made to abandon the I<autskyist straitjacket of 
revolutionary verbiage and day-to-day reformist practice. Three are worth 
mentioning at this stage: an amorphous tendency of 'neo-socialist planners' 
who were interested in a socialist use of planning under capitalism; and the 
attempts to rethink a strategy for the Left in the non-revolutionary conditions 
of advanced capitalist societies associated, on the one hand, with the Italian 
communists, Antonio Gramsci and Palmiro Togliatti, and, on the other, with 
Otto Bauer and 'Austro-Marxism'. In the next chapter I will limit myself to 
brief outlines so that the reader can be in possession of at least a rudimentary 
(albeit incomplete) map of some of these unsuccessful alternatives, before 
proceeding to explore the Left during and after the Second World War. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Thwarted Alternatives 

The 'N eo-Socialis t' Planners 

NO SINGLE definition would do justice to the multifarious diversity of this 
catch-all category. Its most enthusiastic proponents tended to be on the 
margins of power: either outside the main parties of the Left, or unheeded 
minorities within them, or they were in the trade unions. Mario Tela has 
persuasively argued that the protagonists of the socialist rethinking of the 
1930S could only be outsiders. 1 What united this group was the recognition 
that, following the 192.9-3 I crisis and the ensuing Depression, the capitalist 
state had been forced to abandon the traditional role of 'nightwatchman' 
one limited to law and order and defence and regulating competition, while 
showing SOlne concern for social questions such as conditions of work in 
factories, strikes, the consequences of unemployment. The new state had to 
take into account the fact that the economy was increasingly directed by a 
few large firms and that it was, to that extent, a regulated economy. At the 
same time what was evolving was increasingly a mass society with collective 
needs which, in conditions of democracy (or aspiring democracy), had to be 
met. In other words, the new capitalist society had specific collectivist traits 
which favoured the formation of modern non-individualist ideologies. 

It was widely felt that, alongside formal political institutions such as 
parliaments and governments, the co-operation of the main social forces, 
especially the employers' associations and trade unions, was required. A 
'corporatist' position along these lines could be found in most European 
political parties. Under the threat of working-class unrest or, more usually, as 
a consequence of wartime co-operation, the inter-war years witnessed a 
blossoming of employer-union pacts (some of which were mentioned in 
chapter 2.): from the Stinnes-Legien pact of 1918, which established the joint 
labour~management board for economic regulation (the Zentralarbeitsgemein
schrifi or ZAG) in Germany, to the largely ineffectual 'Whitley Councils' in 
Britain, the Matignon Accords of 1936 following the victory of the Popular 
Front in France, the National Recovery and Wagner Acts of 1933 and 1935 
in the USA, the employer-employee pacts in the Nordic countries such as 
the Saltsj6baden Agreements in Sweden (1938), and the so-called Main 
Agreement between the LO and the NAF in Norway (1935).2 

Even the British trade unions, notoriously hostile to any corporatist 
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approach, began, under the dominant influence of Ernest Bevin, to be 
systematically included in Royal Commissions and committees of inquiry 
alongside employers and government representatives, thus becoming an 'estate 
of the realm', 3 

In substance what all this meant was the recognition that the formal 
aspects of democratic life (Le. elections to an assembly which would validate 
and legitimize the decisions of the executive) did not provide sufficient powers 
for effective control over society. The whole complexity of the state could 
not be controlled by the liberal institutions democratic theory had developed. 

That some sort of agreement between employers and trade unions was 
necessary had already been recognized by the SPD in the Weimar Republic 
during the 19205. The Swedes institutionalized the principle when the trade 
unions (the LO) signed the Saltsjobaden Agreements with the employers. 
What this pact amounted to was a 'class compromise' in which the organ
izations of the working class agreed to accept the capitalist definition of 
growth and productivity in exchange for social reforms and full employment, 
though it did not necessarily follow that growth and productivity would 
always be achieved by private capital. In other words, while the economy 
would still be 'capitalist', it would be regulated towards some politically defined 
social goals. 

The starting-point of many 'alternativist' proposals was often a public 
\vorks programme against unen1ployment. By itself this was not necessarily 
linked to planning, but in practice it was seen as a state~initiated mechanism 
which would increase employment and growth - in other words a public 
intervention where the private sector had failed. In 1932 three leading German 
trade unionists, Wladimir Woytinski, Fritz Tarnow and Fritz Baade, put 
forward a large-scale public works programme with counter-cyclical aims, to 
be financed by deficit spending.4 This plan (named the WTB after the initials 
of the three unionists) met some resistance in the Getman trade unions 
(Allgemeiner Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund - ADGB). By intervening with 
concrete legislative proposals, the 'W'TB Plan contravened one of the principles 
of the division of labour between the SPD and the unions. Hilferding opposed 
it because it was 'unMatxist' - in reality, because the SPD was by then 
committed to deflationary policies, was afraid that the plan would antagonize 
the Chancellor, Bruning, and did not wish to upset the French authorities 
unnecessarily by appearing to promote economic autarchy.5 The relative in
difference of the SPD to the plight of the unemployed can be partly explained 
in terms of the support enjoyed by the communists among them.6 The 
employers opposed the WTB plan too because they feared inflation more 
than unemployment. Ironically, Gregor Strasser, a Nazi leader, thought that 
it was a good idea and incorporated much of it in his own public works 
programme.7 Needless to say, these sympathies further alienated social demo
crats from the WTB Plan. 

These ideas about 'planning the economi did not come out of thin air. 
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Ever since the 1914-18 war years there had been a growing interest in 
planning in both 'bourgeois' and social-democratic circles, but, on the whole, 
it was disregarded by most of the SPO.s 

In Britain, public works schemes were far more the domain of the Liberal 
Party and those who were close to Keynes' positions than of orthodox 
Labourites. Within the Labour government (see chapter 2) Mosley was one 
of the few people who fought the battle for a nationally co-ordinated public 
works programme before his withdrawal into the politics of the absurd.9 

Others like him - for instance, John Strachey - turned instead to communism 
(in Strachey's case without becoming a party member), dismissing as irrelevant 
the imaginative reformism he had hitherto supported. to Later, however, in 
his 1940 'socialist-Keynesian' A Programme for Progress and, much later and 
more theoretically, in his Contemporary Capitalism (1956) he attempted the 
integration of Marxism into what he called the 'Western cultural tradition'.l1 

Others stayed within the confines of Labour politics and tried to examine 
practical policies which could resolve the unemployment problem. It is worth 
emphasizing the extent to which the British Left, in the 19305, was seriously 
trying to devise an anti-unemployment strategy. The only parallel was in 
Scandinavia. In France the Left did not consider unemployment to be the 
most prominent issue. In other countries, such as Germany and Italy, there 
was, of course, no longer a Left to speak of. 

However, in Britain, it was only when Labour was in opposition that 
Keynes' ideas on the causes of unemployment became influential within the 
Labour Party. For this to happen Keynes had to be dressed up in socialist 
language, a task attempted with varying degrees of success by Hugh Dalton 
and Douglas Jay.12 Keynes, who was no socialist, did not assume that his 
employment policies would pave the way towards socialism. If anything, they 
were supposed to save capitalism from the dangers of the free market. 
Socialists, however, did not see themselves as being in the business of saving 
capitalisn1. Once again the conception of socialism as an 'end-state' stood in 
the way of developing an intermediate strategy. Socialism was always some
thing which would occur in the future. But politics was always something 
which dealt with the present, a subject on which Labour had little to say. 

'Little', not ~nothing'. What it did have to say was mainly embodied in 
documents such as the party's programme, For Socialism and Peace, approved 
at its Southport Conference of 1934. This document made a sharp distinction 
between 'full and rapid socialist planning' (described as 'the only sane 
alternative' to competition) and 'economic reorganization' by privately owned 
monopolistic capital. 13 'Real' economic reorganization could occur only under 
socialism. In the meantime, through public ownership and the control of 
fundamental industries (public utilities, transport, banking, coal, iron and 
steel), planning would introduce rationality into the economy on the supply 
side ('The organization of efficient methods of production ... the organized 
purchase of raw materials'), and do the same on the distribution side by 
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establishing marketing boards on the basis of 'reasonable' wages and prices.14 

Finally, a National Development Programme (in effect a public works pro
gramme) would tackle unemployment. 15 

At no stage in the Labour Party's rethinking during the 19308 was there 
a serious attempt to understand why such a programme of economic re
organization and development had not even been attempted in 192.9-3 I. The 
only explanatory category which was used was that of 'betrayal': Labour 
failed to advance towards socialism because it was betrayed by its leaders -
MacDonald and Snowden. This explanation, by ascribing the sole responsi
bility for the Labour rout of 1929-3 I to its leaders, prevented further thought. 
All that was necessary was for the Labour Party to be led by good and 
consistent socialists. 

In the 19305, as well as failing to produce new socialist ideas, let alone a 
socialist strategy, the Labour Party was not even able to exploit the divisions 
existing in the other parties, nOf the considerable amount of innovative work 
on planning socialist thinkers were producing, both in Britain and on the 
Continent. Paralysed by its consistent refusal to try anything new, its overall 
political role remained a minor one. 16 

Throughout this period others were working on alternatives. For example, 
G. D. H. Cole, even before the crisis of 193 I, produced a constitutional plan, 
the Labour Programme oj Action, based on the assumption that it was impossible 
to have an effective transition to socialism within the traditional limits of 
parliamentary procedure. Included in his plan was not only the abolition of 
the House of Lords, but a proposed Emergency Powers Act which would 
give the government powers of nationalization (or 'socialization' as it was 
called) in accordance with the needs of a socialist plan, institute special 
tribunals \vith powers to examine compensation claims, and, while leaving 
Parliament to deal with the general principles of legislation, would place the 
re~l task of administration in the hands of statutory commissions. Predictably, 
there was a political storm, and the Labour leadership denounced the plan, 
reaffirming its comnlitment to parliamentary democracy. Cole's 'constitutional 
revolution, however, did represent a genuine attempt to think out the con
ditions for radical socialist advance in a non-revolutionary situation'.17 At the 
Labour Party Conference at Hastings in 1933, Stafford Cripps (supported by 
Clement Attlee and other 'moderates') put forward a resolution along the 
same lines: immediate abolition of the Lords, an Emergency Powers Act, and 
a revision of the procedure of the House of Commons. He also included the 
demand for an economic plan designed to 'end the present system and thus 
abolish unemployment and poverty'. It took Bevin and the bloc vote of the 
unions to send back the resolution to the National Executive Committee for 
further consideration. IS 

In the 19 30S the New Fabian Research Bureau produced detailed studies 
on econon1ic policy, emphasizing social control of industry as the dis~ 

tinguishing feature of socialism. Cole himself went further than any other 
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Labour Party thinker towards adopting central planning as the fundamental 
element of socialism, Crucial to this process was the adoption by the USSR 
of a command economy. It was this and not J<eynesianism which provided 
the Labour Party with a distinctive socialist reference point. A generally pro
Soviet attitude was common currency in official Labour circles. Beatrice and 
Sidney Webb returned from the USSR in the mid-I930S thoroughly convinced 
of the superiority of the Soviet planning system and said so in their book 
Soviet Communism: A New Civilization?, published in 1935 (and republished in 
1937 without the question mark).19 Hugh Dalton too was impressed and 
included in his book Practical Socialism for Britain a long section on planning.20 

Unlike the communists, however, the Labour supporters of the Soviet 
planning system were no friends of the Soviet political system and had to 
find ways of reconciling central planning with political democracy, This is 
the context within which Cole's 'constitutional revolution' and Cripps' pro
posal must be read, In the 19205 Cole had already toyed with different 
concepts of representation, especially corporate-functional ones based on 
each industry (the idea of Guild Socialism). In 1935, in The Principles if Economic 
Planning, he stressed, in designing the machinery for planning, workers' control 
and participation,21 The Webbs, realizing that British parliamentary institutions 
were not appropriate to a planned economy, envisaged as early as 1920 -
a 'social parliament' working alongside the political one and elected in the 
same way, though they proposed that its operations should be conducted by 
standing committees. Such schemes had some influence abroad, particularly 
among some of the 'Austro-Marxists',22 In Britain in the 1930S neither the 
Webbs nor Cole were particularly influential with the leadership of the Labour 
Party, though the latter was close to Bevin. Attlee was not interested in 
analyses and was suspicious of concepts, thinkers and thoughts. 

Resistance to planning from within the labour movement could also be 
expected for objective structural reasons, and not just ideological ones. One 
of the younger socialist theorists of the period, Evan Durbin, was well aware 
of this. Along with many of the planners, he agreed that there should be 
some kind of central authority with powers over industry and finance, but 
added that the 'most important requirement of efficient Planning is ... the 
suppression in the Trade Union and Labour Movement in practice as well as 
in theory of the last element of Syndicalism'.23 Durbin had expressed openly 
what others only thought: trades union practices would be a real problem for 
socialist planning. To strike for higher wages against private capitalists could 
be subsumed under a socialist ethos; to strike for the same reasons against 
a planning authority deemed to be acting on behalf of collective welfare, 
could not. 

In France the SFIO paid very little attention to the whole issue of planning 
which was at the centre of so much intellectual ferment. The French com
munists were, of course, in favour of planning. But to them planning meant 
Soviet planning - a system of managing the economy which required the 
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prior establishment of the dictatorship of the proletariat. As in Germany, the 
only significant section of the French labour movement in favour of planning 
under capitalism was the trade unions, (the non-communist CGT). Con
tinental unions were never as strong as the British ones and never relied so 
consistently on their strength as wage bargainers. They were also more 
political, in the sense that they believed they would be able to get through 
political means what they were unable to achieve through economic strikes. 
As early as 1918-19 the French unions lobbied in favour of a corporatist 
National Economic Council, a demand promptly turned down by the govern
ment as well as by the SFIO.24 In 1934 the CGT approved the Plan du travail 
boycotted by all three Popular Front parties. 25 Others in favour of planning 
were maverick or nonconformist intellectuals, who wanted to replace liberal 
capitalism with a 'self-conscious economy', and Catholics who followed 
L'Esprit's definition of capitalism as 'usury erected into generallaws'.26 Within 
the SPIO the planners' group was tnade up mainly of young intellectuals. 
The central figures here were Jules ]vloch, who in 193 I had prepared a 
scheme to nationalize the railways, and Andre Philip, a student of Taylorism 
and Fordism.27 Mach was the author of Socialisme et rationalisation, in which he 
maintained that socialists must embrace the concept of rationalization and 
use it to the benefit of al1. 28 

The other group of planners within the SFIO was centred round 1vlarcel 
Deat. I(uisel argues that Dear's proposals were so vague and ill-thought-out 
as to approach quackery, and that their net effect was to handicap the 'true 
Socialist planiste.r' (i.e. Moch and Philip) who were trying to get the SFIO to 
adopt their ideas in 1934-35.29 Others are less severe.30 There is a thread 
linking Bernstein to Deat which emerges when considering the latter's three 
central ideas, as expressed in his PerspectilJCS socialistes (1930): 

I. Ownership of the means of production was an obsession to be abandoned. 
What mattered was the state's control over the economy. The developtnent 
of joint-stock con1panies had brought about the separation of ownership 
and nlanagement (as Bernstein had pointed out forty years earlier and 
Crosland would repeat twenty years later: see chapter 10). The possibility 
of state regulation made nationalization irrelevant. 

2. The state was not something that socialists should seek to curtail or abolish. 
On the contrary, they should reconcile themselves to it and use it to best 
advantage. 

3. Socialism insisted far too much on the proletariat as the leading class. 
Deat was much lTIOre concerned to appeal to the middle classes. 

In fact the 'Bernsteinian' confidence of Deat and other planistes like hin1 that 
capitalism was able to overcome economic crises by rationalization con
vinced them of the superiority of capitalism. Accordingly, they called for an 
alliance with the capitalist elites around a programme of rationalization, 
modernization and increased productivity.31 
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None of the planistes had any decisive impact on the leading politicians of 
the Left and, anyway, Blum and the SFIO were far more interested in party 
unity than doctrinal disputes.32 As it turned out, of all the planners' proposals 
Blum accepted only nationalization, dressing it up in anti-fascist clothes, but 
rejecting the concept of the economic dingee. The communists made common 
cause with the radicals against all the CGT's planning schemes. In the Popular 
Front programme there was a reference to public works, but none to plan
ning.33 The PCF leader, Maurice Thorez, explicitly rejected the plans of the 
so-called neo-socia/isles (Dear's), of the CGT and the 'Anti-fascist Intellectuals' 
(a plan inspired by the Belgian de Man), of the Catholics of L'Espril Oabelled 
a 'fascist plan'), and supported only that put forward by the CGTU, which 
was not a plan at all but simply the Communist Party's programme. 34 

In 1933 the neo-socialists around Deat broke with the SPlO. They formed 
a new party, the Patti Socialiste de France - Union Jean Jaures, with Deat as 
leader. After the failure of the Popular Front (whose anti-fascism had left 
Deat indifferent), Deat found himself increasingly attracted, like Mosley before 
him and Hendrik de Man later, by the fascist emphasis on action and will, 
its apparent commitment to a rational and planned organic state and its 
recognition of the need for authority and corporatism.35 By 1940 Deat was 
hailing the Nazi armies marching into France as a harbinger of a revolution 
comparable to that of 1789.36 

In the 19308 the journey from left to far right was not unusual. The best
known pioneer of this voyage had been Benito Mussolini, a leading socialist 
before the First World War. Anti-socialist polemicists find in this evidence of 
a convergence between two forms of modernist collectivism, two aspects of 
a totalitarian mind.37 This conveniently overlooks not only the absence of 
similar cases in Weimar Germany, where no leading social democrat or 
communist joined the ranks of the Nazis, but the fact that the overwhelming 
majority of the leaders of fascist movements came from the traditional Right.38 

Nevertheless, that some of the more stimulating minds of socialism started 
with a critique of traditional Marxism or socialist orthodoxy and ended up 
as fascists remains a still 'insufficiently lit danger spot' which one should 
visit and explore.39 

Many of the 'planners' felt as if they were in some sort of internal exile 
within the Left. Those unable to find an audience in the established socialist 
movement made their home elsewhere, some turning to the Right having 
become convinced that 'doctrinaire socialism neglected man's vitalist drives . 
... From Michels to de Man and then to Emil Lederer ... the disillusion 
with social democracy dominated sociological discourse.'4o 

Planning obviously required a strong and efficient state. Conservatism, 
right-wing authoritarianism, the new technocratic liberalism of I<eynes and 
Lloyd George, and all shades of socialism converged on this. The only main 
ideology still defending the minimal state, classical liberalism, was on the run 
even in its Anglo-Saxon heartlands after the collapse of 1929. A common 
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problem - mass unemployment - led to an unusual cross-fertilization of 
ideas. In France the principal source of inspiration to neo-socialist planners 
was unquestionably the works of Hendrik de Man, the Belgian socialist.41 His 
Plan du Travail, Of, to use its more appropriate Flemish title, the Plan van den 
Arbeid, adopted by the Belgian socialists in 1933, was the most coherent neo
socialist project of the decade for the management of capitalism. It advocated 
a mixed economic system, including, in addition to a private sector, a nation
alized sector consisting of credit institutions and former private monopolies. 
The private sector would be controlled indirectly by fiscal and monetary 
means. The national economy would then be reorganized for the welfare of 
al1. 42 De Man was convinced that the success of the Nazis o1ade it imperative 
for the working class to join forces with the middle classes in order to isolate 
and defeat finance capital, which he described as the oligarchy of bankers. In 
his view capitalism had exhausted its course and no longer had the potential 
for reform. 

De Man understood that economic control and power would be of far 
greater significance than the ownership of the means of production.43 He 
wrote: 

The essence of nationalisation is less the transfer of ownership than the transfer 
of authority .. , the problem of administration takes precedence over that of 
possession, and changes in the property system are functions of changes in the 
system of authority required by the managed economy. 

In his address to the Maison du Peuple of Brussels (2.1 June 192.7) on the 
'crisis of socialism', he argued that the messianic faith in the imminence of 
the Great Day had to be disposed of: 

The Great Day has not come, and one does not believe in its imminence, nor in 
its certainty, as much as hitherto. The motives of practical action bear on much 
less ambitiOliS goals, in large part defensive or indeed conservative ones; one 
defends democracy, the mark, the franc, the eight-hour day, the unions, reforms 
already won and vested interests.44 

The echoes of Bernstein are unmistakable here, but de :NIan explicitly denied 
the parallel: 'I do not say that the goal is nothing. On the contrary I say: no 
moven1ent without a goal, but the goal exists and is valid only by reason of 
the movement and has no reality whatsoever outside of it.'45 Here as 
elsewhere, de Man was influenced by the Austrian socialist leader Otto Bauer 
(see below). The convergence centred on one fundamental point: the transi
tion from iai-rsezjaire to organized capitalism forced the entire socialist 
n10vement to rethink everything. The end of a phase in the history of 
socialism had been reached.46 

In 1933 de Man's plan was adopted by the Parti Ouvrier BeIge. It aimed 
to provide a progran1me against unemployment combined with rijormes des 
strt/ctl/res (structural reforms) a term which we will find promoted again by 
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italian communists and socialists in the late 1950S - see chapter 10). The aim 
was to escape the traditional dilemma of 'reforms or revolution', and to 
isolate an economic terrain where a common front could be developed with 
the Catholic un10n5.47 De Man believed that this front could provide the 
basis for an alliance with the middle classes. This productivist and anti
deflationary plan, similar to proposals advanced by Keynes, the Swedish social 
democrats and the New Dealers in the USA, can be seen as a variant of the 
compromise between labour and capital attempted with so little success in 
Weimar Germany. Indeed, de Man, who had taught at Frankfurt (1929-;;), 
had been influenced by the WTB trade union plan.48 He in turn influenced 
the. Swiss Socialist Party, which accepted a similar plan in 1935, and the 
French planis/es. The Plan van den Arbeid was also published in England as a 
Fabian pamphlet, with an introduction by G. D. H. Cole.49 

De Man's ideas had a particular influence on the Sociaal Democratische 
Arbeiders Partij in neighbouring Holland. The SDAP had become interested 
in the Plan van den Arbeid as a result of electoral defeat. 50 The unions backed 
it with considerable enthusiasm. The party leadership hoped that the adoption 
of the plan, in 1935, would help the SDAP to win the election. The mood 
of the country appeared ready for some bold initiative. Even the Anti
Revolutionary Party had produced a similar plan in 1934, known as the 
Werkfonds or Labour Funds. Nevertheless, the SDAP never had the op
portunity of implementing the plan. It did not win the election. It did not 
succeed in tnobilizing the support of the so·called 'new middle classes'. In 
Holland, as in Belgium, these emergent social groups either flirted with 
fascism, or remained loyal to the traditional bourgeois parties. 51 

The situation in Belgium initially appeared more promising. The POB (or, 
in Flemish, Belgische Werklieden Partij - BWP) was one of the strongest 
socialist parties in Europe. It had recognized the enormity of the crisis of 
the 19308 and was rethinking its socialism. More specifically, it was seeking 
to transform itself from a class party to a people's party by abandoning 
revolutionary slogans and the rhetoric of internationalism in favour of what 
it called (in 1933!) Ie socialisme national. The idea was that it was perfectly 
possible to mobilize the 'bourgeois state' on behalf of its programme. Most 
of this rethinking was due to the personal drive of Hendrik de Man.52 

The chances of implementing the plan seemed, at first, quite promising. 
Belgium was an ideal setting for an experiment in planning. It was a small 
country, the oldest industrial country of the continent, highly urbanized, with 
a marked concentration of industry,S3 Moreover, in 1935 the POB had been 
able to achieve what the SDAP had not: office in coalition with the Catholic 
party led by Paul Van Zeeland. De Man became minister of public works 
and, in later governments during the next few years, minister of finance. The 
plan, however, was not implemented. The government dropped all the new 
planning projects of structural reforms, even though it followed an anti
deflationary policy of public works program1nes.54 The Belgian government 
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failed to deliver because, in reality, once it was in office, there was little 
backing for the plan. The POB's working-class supporters wanted immediate 
concrete benefits. After the wave of strikes of June 1936, the government 
established paid holidays and a minimum wage. The Socialist Party's Christian 
and bourgeois allies in the coalition turned out not to have any intention of 
adopting the plan. The POB leader himself, Emile Vandervelde, a traditional 
socialist, was unenthusiastic and never defended the plan with conviction, 
preferring instead more conventional social-democratic policies. ss The 1936 
election resulted in losses for all government parties, while the far Right 
gained considerably. By 19'; 7, the POB had run out of steam and had 
withdrawn from the government., De Man, having succeeded Vandervelde, 
wa:s soon supporting a policy of appeasement towards Nazi Germany. Later 
he accepted Leopold Irs decision to surrender to the invading German army. 
He then became a collaborator and, like other 'revisionists' of the 193os, 
became a supporter of Nazi ideology, announcing that Nazism was 'the 
German form of socialism'. 56 He died in exile in Switzerland in 195';, having 
been convicted in absentia of treason by a Belgian court. 57 

Conceived as a practical application of socialist principles, neo-socialist 
planning was never implemented and thus remained an untested assumption 
of what might have been possible. The ideas of de Man and many of those 
he inspired were an expression of the crisis of socialism in the West in the 
19305. The attraction towards planning, due, as we noted~ to the crash of 
1929, was magnified by the fact that the economic crisis had had no effect 
on the USSR. As capitalism appeared to be ineffective and Soviet socialism 
was engaged in a gigantic planning experiment whose outcome was not yet 
clear, countless intellectuals began to look towards the USSR as the repository 
of an enticing economic model. Nevertheless, the most obvious motivation 
behind the pro-Sovietism of much of the progressive intelligentsia was the 
desire to playa role in the struggle against fascism. Alongside this, there was 
also an unmistakable desire to achieve some form of political certainty in an 
uncertain world. The idea of participating in, perhaps even guiding, a collective 
will shaping the destiny of society cannot but have had the strongest attrac~ 
cion, particularly to those intellectuals without roots in the traditional labour 
movement . 

. Planning, as we have seen, was far from being the prerogative of the Left. 
It had hardly been considered, let alone theorized, by Marx and Engels. It 
had not been part of the ideological armoury of the Second International: 
introduced in the USSR more than ten years after the revolution (and against 
much opposition), it was not really fought for in Western Europe either by 
social democrats or by communists. A technocratic-corporatist version of 
planning was attempted more or less seriously only in authoritarian countries, 
such as Salazar's Portugal, Dollfi.iss' Austria and Mussolini's Italy. It is not so 
surprising, therefore, that so many of the disillusioned planners turned to the 
authoritarian Right. 
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Austro-Marxism and Otto Bauer 

The term Austro-Marxism describes the thought and politics of Austrian 
socialists leaders from the beginning of the century down to the defeat of 
the First Austrian Republic in 1934. The main exponents were Otto Bauer, 
the party leader (1918-34), Max Adler, Karl Renner (twice president of the 
Austrian republic), and Rudolf Hilferding (eventually minister of finance for 
the SPD in Weimar Germany). Space here prevents me from dealing with 
more than a few of the main aspects of Bauer's thought. 

Bauer's magisterial appraisal of the causes of fascism, by far the most 
outstanding of all the left-wing analyses of fascism in the inter-war period, 
is devoted to identifying the fundamental feature of the 'revolution in the 
West'. 

Austro~Marxism is a purely descriptive term, and therefore does not denote 
a consistent 'monolithic' theory which can be easily counterposed to Leninism 
or Kautsky's Marxism. As characterized by Otto Bauer, it denotes a specific 
feature of post~ 1918 Austrian socialism, namely the fact that it refused to 
choose between the reformism of the defunct Second International and the 
revolutionism of the Third, seeking instead a 'third way' (see chapter 2). 
Bauer believed that this position had enhanced the radical image of the 
Austrian socialists, thus preventing the development of a credible communist 
alternative. As Bauer himself wrote, in an unsigned leading article in 1927: 

where the working class is divided, one workers' party embodies sober, day-to
day Realpolitik, while the other embodies the revolutionary will to attain the 
ultimate goal. Only where a split is avoided are sober Realpolitik, and revolutionary 
enthusiasm united in one spirit.58 

The central strategic concept of the politics of Austro-Marxism was that of 
the 'slow revolution', or the gradual construction of a socialist society from 
within the entrails of capitalism. In Der Weg zum Sozialisfllus (1919), Bauer 
wrote: 

We must construct socialist society gradually, by planned organizing activity, 
proceeding step by step towards a clearly conceived goal. Each one of the suc
cessive measures which are to lead us to a socialist society needs to be carefully 
considered. It must not only achieve a more equitable distribution of goods, but 
also improve production; it should not work to destroy the capitalist system of 
production without establishing at the same time a socialist organization which 
can produce goods at least as effectively. 59 

Bauer maintained that this 'social revolution' (his term) could occur only after 
the seizure of power (the 'political' revolution). This assumes that there is no 
rigid separation between socialism and capitalism, that it is possible for 
'elements of socialism' to co-exist within capitalism. In the first year of the 
Austrian Republic, when the working-class movement was dominant, social 
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legislation was extended. This and other reforms 'actually transformed the 
capitalist mode of production in a fundamental way and introduced into it 
new elements, the nucleus of the socialist organization of the future'. 60 

This led to recognition of the paramount importance of majority support 
in the development of socialist institutions; socialists were required to involve 
themselves in a politics of alliances aimed at achieving some sort of unity 
not only within an increasingly fragmented working class, but also with the 
peasantry and the emergent middle classes. Bauer reasoned that a proletarian 
revolution in 1918 (on the Soviet model) would have led to a suicidal civil 
war: 

It was impossible to govern the industrial district in opposition to the workers ... 
it was equally impossible to govern the great agrarian districts in opposition to 
the peasants. The economic structure of the country therefore created a balance 
of power between the classes which could only have been abolished by force in 
a bloody civil war ... Large sections of the proletariat did not realize these dangers, 
but it was the duty of Social Democracy to see them. 61 

The avoidance of civil war was one of the two tasks of social democracy. 
The other was 'to capture for the proletariat strong and permanent positions 
in the state and in the factories, in the barracks and in the schools'.62 Similarly, 
at the Linz Congress of 1926, Bauer warned the Viennese workers not to 
assume that to have great power and influence in Vienna was sufficient for 
ruling Austria: 'most of Austria is agricultural ... no form of proletarian rule 
can last more than a couple of weeks unless we can establish strong support 
in the tranquil valleys and their towns.'63 He then added, explicitly, 'the fight 
within democracy is necessarily a fight for the intermediate middle classes.'64 

.This is clearly evident in Bauees analysis of the defeat of Austrian social 
democracy in 1933-34, when Engelbert Dollfi.iss established his authoritarian 
regime. Some analysis was indeed necessary: in 193 I the socialists commanded 
over 41 per cent of the vote, were the strongest single party, had an armed 
force at their disposal (the Shutzbttnd), and had controlled Vienna for most 
of the 192.0S though they had not been in government since 192.0. The Linz 
declaration of 192.6 had made it clear that the Socialist Party would use force 
only if the Right abandoned the tetrain of democracy. Yet, when the time 
came, the socialists were entirely unprepared.6s 

In his compelling analysis of this historic defeat, Bauer rejected the view 
that it had been caused by the party's excess of moderation at the beginning 
of the crisis, its strict adherence to the constitution, or by its resort to armed 
force at the end: 'The causes of the defeat of the working class clearly lie 
deeper than in the tactics of its parties or than in this or that tactical mistake.'66 
The authoritarian takeover that followed was facilitated by the fact that - at 
a time of economic crisis - the systetn of social protection established in the 
immediate post-war period and the achievements of Red Vienna had become 
an intolerable burden for the middle classes, who saw in the Socialist Party 
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an 'establishment party': 'The economic crisis had involved the proletarian
isation of the lower middle classes and the peasants.'67 Embittered and 
impoverished, these social groups thus became ripe for fascism. One is 
reminded of Coriolanus: 'when tw'O authorities are up,/Neither supreme, 
how soon confusion/May enter 'twixt the gap of both and take/The one by 
th' other.' A unique balance of forces had been reached between the 
bourgeoisie and the working class. The former could no longer impose its 
will on the proletariat in a democratic context, while the latter was not 
strong enough to overturn capitalism: 

The result of this balance of forces, or rather of the weakness of both classes, is 
the triumph of fascism, which serves the capitalists by crushing the working class, 
and yet, despite being in their pay, so far outgrows them that they cannot help 
making it the undisputed master over the whole people, themselves included.68 

Recent historiography largely confirms Bauer's account. Jill Lewis's work on 
Rote Vienna demonstrates that the social welfare programme undertaken by 
Vienna city council greatly improved the lot of the working class, while 
scrupulously adhering to the terms of the capitalist economy down to a 
balanced budget. While not materially affected by the changes to the same 
degree as the bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie experienced a massive loss 
of power: the council was seen as uncompromisingly pro-working class, 'in 
complete contrast to the central role which the Viennese petty bourgeoisie 
had previously played in city politics'. This is not to say that the administration 
of welfare in Red Vienna was not exercised paternalistically, from the top 
down.69 The fears of the middle classes were heightened in July 192.7, after 
violent working~c1ass demonstrations had taken place (in spite of attempts by 
the socialists to prevent them). 70 

Reformist socialism, in Bauer's analysis, had established a protective net
work (we would now say: the welfare state) around the class it 'represented'. 
This had a dual effect: it created an objective obstacle to the continuous 
reorganization of capitalism and was, consequently, objectively anti-capitalist. 
At the same time, it could not produce a strategy of advance beyond 
capitalism itself, since one of the conditions of the reformists' popularity was 
capitalist growth and success. 

Bolshevism, on the other hand, had no strategy for co-existing with 
capitalism, and therefore had little to offer to advanced societies in which 
oemocracy had become well established and co-existed with capitalism. The 
importance of the concept of 'integral' socialism advocated by Bauer is that 
it recognized the failure of both Bolshevism and traditional social-democratic 
reformism as strategies for advancing to socialism - an intuition which would 
be confirmed by the subsequent development of the socialist movement in 
Eastern and Western Europe in the second half of the twentieth century. 

Bauer's 'integral' socialism acknowledged 'the full historical, social and 
cultural significance of bourgeois democracy, as the product of decades of 
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successful class struggles by the working class and the fertile soil for its 
economic, social and intellectual development'.71 At the same time he - like 
de Man saw it as the duty of socialists to defend the USSR, the first 
workers' state (though not a model to be imitated by Western socialists), from 
fascist aggression. He hoped that the Second and Third Internationals would 
join forces to fight fascism and looked fonvard to the day when the trans
formation of Soviet dictatorship into a socialist democracy would overcome 
the split between Western democratic socialism and socialism in the East.72 

.No novel, fully worked out strategy automatically flows from Bauer's 
analysis. But its central assumption is clear: if the socialist party follows a 
purely corporative strategy, designed to protect and advance the working 
class with little consideration for middle-class aspirations, it will be unable to 
rely on sufficiently ample support to move beyond the horizons of capitalism. 
Furthermore, in times of economic crisis, the separation of the working class 
from the middle classes will benefit pro-capitalist parties seeking a clear anti
working class outcome to the crisis. These parties would take advantage of 
the situation and offer the middle classes the prospect of an improvement 
in their conditions of life in exchange for the termination of welfare con
straints designed to protect the working class. 

These problems of socialist parties' representativeness would become 
central to the travails of West European socialism after the Second World 
War. But neither its communist nor its social~democratic wings would acknow
ledge the contribution of the Austro-Marxists to strategy. Bauer had concluded 
his last important work, BetuJeen TUJO lVorld IVclrs?, with a proud appraisal of 
the contribution of Austrian socialism to the movement: 'To reformist 
socialism we have bequeathed the great achievement of Red Vienna, to 
revolutionary socialism the heroic deeds of the insurrection of February.173 
Both, of course, ended in utter defeat. Both are now half-forgotten. Otto 
Bauer died in 1938. Austro-Marxism resurfaced briefly in the I970S when, 
once again, a 'third way' between Soviet-style communism and reformist 
social democracy was being sought. This search was actively encouraged by 
younger intellectuals in the SPD, the Austrian Socialist Party and advocates 
of Eurocomtnunism in Italy and France. In retrospect, it appears to have 
been a passing fashion rather than a real revival. 

Italian Communism and Gramsci 

Of the multiplicity of factions which made up the Partito Socialista Italiano 
(PSI) in 1920, four can usefully be distinguished here: the reformists led by 
Filippo Turati, the 'maximalists' led by Giacinto Serrati, the communists led 
by An1adeo Bordiga, and the 'culturalisf or 'workers' councils' wing around 
the Turin journal L'Ordine nt/ovo (Antonio Gran1sci, Angelo Tasca, Umberto 
Terracini and Pahniro Togliatti). 

Though it will be necessary brieRy to discuss the first three, it is only the 



74 THE HARD ROAD TO POLITICAL POWER 

fourth which is of interest here, and then only after it dropped the problematic 
of workers' councils. The Turatian reformists, world war and Russian Revolu
tion notwithstanding, had not modified their fundamental strategic views. 
They supported in 192.0 what they had advocated since at least 19°0: an 
alliance between modern capitalism (represented by Giovanni Giolitti) and 
the working class.74 

But in the meantime everything had changed: Italian capitalism had been 
consolidated by the war effort; a Catholic party (the Partito Popolare Italiano 
- PPI) had been created in January 1919; the Socialist Party itself had become 
a powerful force under the new 'maximalist' leader, Giacinto Serrati, capturing 
the party from the reformists in 1918.75 By 1920, the PSI had 216,000 
members and 151 representatives in the Chamber of Deputies. The previous 
year (Sixteenth Congress, Bologna, October 1919) it had joined the Comintern 
enthusiastically and had included in its programme the tactics of armed 
insurrection and the goal of the dictatorship of the proletariat. But the 
widespread occupation of the factories of 1919-2.0 (the biennio rosso, 'the two 
red years') resulted in defeat. The PSI and the unions proved themselves 
quite unable to use the movement either for revolutionary purposes, as did 
the Bolsheviks, or for reformist ones, as did the German social democrats 
or the Austrian socialists. 

Serrati and his group, in spite of their avowed pro-Bolshevik sympathies, 
refused to accept Lenin's Twenty-one Conditions (see chapter 2) for con
tinuing membership of the Comintern. In particular, they refused to expel 
the reformist wing of Turati and to adopt the name of Communist Party. 
Accordingly, at the Leghorn Congress of the PSI Oanuary 1921), they rejected 
the 'communist' left-wing motion which represented the Comintern position. 
Serrati's position was understandable: when Italy entered the war in 191 5, the 
Turati reformists, unlike their German and French counterparts, did not 
'capitulate to chauvinism' and nationalism; virtually alone in Europe, they 
had stood against the war. For Lenin, of course, the expulsion of the 
reformists was a necessary political and organizational requirement for the 
construction of a highly disciplined Bolshevik-type party, though this did not 
prevent a subsequent alliance with Turati and his followers.76 

At Leghorn Bordiga and the supporters of the pro-Lenin motion, including 
the Ordine nuovo group led by Gramsci, left the hall where the congress was 
taking place and moved to a previously booked one to form the Partito 
Comunista d'Italia (pedI). Like all the other European communist parties, it 
was born too late to take advantage of the post-war wave of working-class 
unrest. The timing of the split and of subsequent events reveals something 
of the disarray of the socialist lTIOVement in Italy. What Serrati could not do 
in 192. I, he did a year later, at the Rome Congress of the PSI (October 
1922), when he finally expelled Turati and the other reformists. Now Serrati 
was ready to join the ped!. But he encountered the opposition of the ever 
more sectarian Bordiga leadership group still in charge of the party. Eventually 
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(1924), the Comintern intervened, removed Bordiga, enabled Gramsci's group 
to take over the new executive and the merger took place. While all these 
events were taking place, Benito Mussolini had become prime minister 
(October 192.2), changed the electoral law (1923), rigged the subsequent 
elections (April 1924), and accepted responsibility in January 1925 for the 
murder of the reformist socialist Matteotti the previous June. Shortly 
afterwards, in 1926, he banned all parties and, having established a Special 
Tribunal, sent to prison or to confinement under police surveillance most of 
the communist and anti-fascist leaders still operating in Italy. 

Like Turati's reformism, Serrati's brand of maximalism was solidly anchored 
in the pte-war tradition of Italian socialism: it was a matter of certainty that 
the revolution would eventually take place and that it would be generated by 
the fury of proletarian violence. The party 'makes the revolution' by inter
vening in an existing revolutionary situation and shaping it to its advantage 
in the direction of socialism. Leadership is thus something which can occur 
only after the 'masses' are in movement. 77 This conception of revolutionary 
practice owes more to K.autsky's 'wait-and-see' attitude than to Lenin's 
voluntarisln. It is also at variance with the position of the Austro-Marxists, 
for whom a spontaneous mass movement was not a necessary or sufficient 
condition for revolution. Serrati's attempt at strategic mediation between the 
Comintern's supporters and those of the Socialist International in Italy should 
not therefore be confused with that of the Austrians, otherwise superficially 
similar. 

Amadeo Bordiga belonged to that generation of communists who had 
assumed that the post-war wave of social unrest had signalled the general 
applicability of the Bolshevik model to the rest of Europe. The fact that no 
revolution occurred was due to the betrayal of the reformist leadership and 
the lack of an authentically revolutionary party. Once this analysis was made, 
there was no need for further thought: iron discipline, agitation and propa~ 
ganda, avoidance of compromise and doctrinal purity were all that was 
required. Eventually, a new crisis would come about and the party, a true 
vanguard led by an intransigent leadership inspired by the correct line, would 
finish the job. In practice Bordighism also resolved itself into a wait-and-see 
attitude not so dissiolilar £tOOl that of Serrati and I<autsky. 

Its theoretical antecedents, if we can speak of theory in this case, derived 
from Blanqui in France. In Risorgimento Italy this elitist vanguardism was 
common currency, as was the case with the failed Pisacane expedition of 
1857, one of Grarnsci's illustrations of erroneous insurrectionary strategy.78 
There was in Leninist11 a strong Blanquist component, but there was much 
else besides. 

Lenin himself conducted (1920) a celebrated battle against the far Left, 
though he castigated Bordiga only for his anti-parliaolentarianism. 79 Bordiga 
complied by toning down his distaste for 'bourgeois legality" though he later 
also opposed the united front policies pursued by the International in 1921.80 
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The intervention of the International had been decisive in the removal of 
Bordiga in June 1924, though most of the party was still Bordighist at heart. 
At this stage it was, after all, little more than a persecuted sect and it stayed 
in this state until the Resistance. Its new leader, Antonio Gramsci, was 
condemned to prison and confinement in 1926 and died in 1937. His suc
cessor, Palmiro Togliatti, remained in exile abroad until 1944. 

In the years 192.4-2.6 Gramsci laid down in a more directly political form 
the basis for some of the theoretical work which he would undertake in jail. 
It is here that one can find the origins of his analysis of fascism in terms of 
a 'passive revolution' and a re-examination of the course of Italian unification 
in terms of the construction of a specific 'historic bloc'.81 In 1926 he included 
some of the results of these analyses in the programme of the Italian 
Communist Party known as the Lyons Theses, which he drafted with 
Togliatti. 82 

In the historical and theoretical sections of the theses, Gramsci and 
Togliatti used a language and a subtlety of analysis uncommon in the com
munist movement. In the more immediately political sections, however, they 
rarely diverged from mainstream Comintern thought. They exhibited a chronic 
underestimation of fascism ('the party today finds itself in the phase of 
political preparation of the revolutiod),83 an unswerving belief in the necessity 
of 'Bolshevizing' the Communist Party,84 and an unmitigatedly sectarian 
attitude towards social democracy, labelled the 'left-wing of the bourgeoisie' 
- a terminology later used throughout the 'Third Period' phase of the 
Comintern.85 They described the policy of the united front and the presenta
tion of intermediate demands in tactical and instrumental terms. These 
demands were supposed to prepare the ground for a civil war waged by the 
proletariat, rather than being genuinely transitional objectives around which 
a broad anti-fascist opposition could develop. 86 

After Gramsci's arrest, when the fascist dictatorship had been consolidated, 
Togliatti announced a ne\v transitional goal, a 'Republican Assembly on the 
basis of peasants' and workers' committees'. By then the Comintern, now 
under complete Stalinist control, had moved sharply against Bukharin and, 
on the assumption that capitalism would collapse imminently, had become 
suspicious of any slogan other than one calling for a socialist insurrection. 
Togliatti, who was dangerously close to Sukharin (as indeed Gramsci had 
been, especially on the agrarian question),87 capitulated, and in July 1929 at 
the Tenth Plenum of the Executive Committee of the Communist Inter
national declared: 

If the Comintern tells us that this [i.e. the transitional slogan of the Republican 
Assembly] is not right, we shall no longer pose these questions; we shall all think 
these things but we shall not speak of them; we shall only say that the anti-fascist 
revolution and the proletarian revolution are one and the same thing. 88 

Togliatti went on 'thinking these things" but did not begin to say them until 
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the more favourable climate of the Popular Front allowed him to characterize 
the civil war in Spain (where he was the Comintern's main envoy) as a 
struggle for a 'new type of democratic republic', i.e. an intermediate form of 
state between a bourgeois and a socialist republic.89 

Togliatti had to submit or allow himself to be removed from the leadership 
of the PCdI in favour of someone more malleable and less astute. He chose 
to submit and lived to fight another day. Gramsci, however, owed his freedom 
of expression to his incarceration. What he could not have written, un
punished, in Stalin's Russia, he could, undetected, in Mussolini's prison. 

It is impossible in a few pages to do justice to the complexity of Gramsci's 
thought. He is, arguably, the most sophisticated Marxist theorist of politics 
of the inter-war period. Furthermore, the particular conditions under which 
he wrote his prison works the fear of the censor, the fact that he was 
writing in the uncertainty of ever being read, his poor health - make his 
scattered words rather difficult to decode and interpret, particularly as he is 
not always consistent in his terminology. Here ,\ve can focus on only one 
central aspect of his thought: like his contemporary Otto Bauer, Gramsci 
was a theorist of the defeat of the working-class movement in the post-191 8 
period when bourgeois Europe was 'recast'. 

His starting-point was this: the direct assault on the state which had been 
the primary aspect of the Bolshevik struggle in October 1917 was not an 
option open to those operating in the West. Lenin had hinted at this as early 
as March 19 18: 'the world socialist revolution cannot begin so easily in the 
advanced countries as the revolution began in Russia in the land of Nicholas 
and Rasputin.'90 Gramsci assumed that a strong civil society enveloped the 
state in the West and protected it. This civil society, 'at least in the case of 
the most advanced States', had become a 'very complex structure and one 
which is resistant to the catastrophic "incursions" of the immediate economic 
element (crises, depressions, etc),?1 In the East (i.e. in Russia), 

the State was everything, civil society was primordial and gelatinous; in the West, 
there was a proper relation between State and civil society, and when the State 
tren1bled a sturdy structure of civil society was at once revealed. The State was 
only an outer ditch, behind which there stood a powerful system of fortresses 
and earthworks: more or less numerous from one State to the next, it goes without 
saying but this precisely necessitated an accurate reconnaissance of each in
dividual country.92 

It matters little that Gramsci was wrong in considering Russian civil society 
'ptinl0rdial and gelatinous'. What matters is the distinction he made between 
the state in the narrow sense 'an outer ditch' and the complex system 
which results frOOl the accumulation of habits and traditions, conventions 
and customs, from the intertwining of layers of relations between the elite 
groups (the 'leaders') and the fragn1ented mass of the population (,the led'). 
Po,\ver does not reside in a unitary control room which, once stormed, yields 
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all the mechanisms necessary for the exercise of power. Political power rests, 
in the final analysis, on its fragmentary and disjointed nature, on its very 
diversification. Those who are formally in command exercise real power, but 
are themselves subject to manifold constraints which do not vanish suddenly 
when the previous holders of power are removed. 

Throughout civil society everyone has roles and functions, the crucial 
ones being held by a veritable army of intermediaries whose task it is to 
organize work, culture, religion and leisure (Gramsci called these - mis
leadingly the 'intellectuals'). The ideological capture of this group is central 
to the conquest of power. No complex social system can survive or be 
constructed without them. They are the educators, the journalists, the clergy, 
the communicators, the artists, the advertisers, the disseminators of popular 
culture, the technical cadres; etc. In other words, all those who translate, 
modify and adapt and, therefore, constantly alter the dominant and accepted 
ideas of the existing order so that they can be understood, internalized and 
accepted by all. In this way, what is historically determined and hence transient 
appears just, natural and eternal. These intellectual 'functionaries' define what 
is normal and hence what is 'deviant'; they distinguish the acceptable from 
the unacceptable in all areas, including production and work, everyday life 
and the assumption of what is 'common sense'. And as everyone is, at least 
some of the time, an 'educator' or 'organizer' in this Gramscian sense, 
everyone is, some of the time, an 'intellectual'. Reciprocal socialization is the 
business of all humans. 

If this is true, then it follows (at the cost of dilating the concept of 
'political' to everyday life) that those who seek to establish an entirely new 
social order cannot limit themselves to 'politics' in the old sense that is, 
the determination of political tactics and strategies required for storming the 
citadel of the state (in the narrow sense). The tasks are far more formidable. 
They require the establishment of a new kind of consensus. Yet consensus 
is not a static state of affairs, but a battlefield where various conceptions 
constantly vie with each other. To obtain hegemony, it is necessary to be the 
force which dominates this battlefield. 

What Gramsci called the 'war of movement or manoeuvre' was the 
storming of the citadel of the state (in the narrow sense), as in the 1848 
revolutions (which resulted in the defeat of the revolutionaries) and October 
1917. He considered a particular text, Luxemburg'S The General Strike (1906), 
to be 'one of the most significant documents theorizing the war of manoeuvre 
in ... political science'.93 But the accolade ended here, because Gramsci went 
on to stigmatize her strategy of the revolutionary mass strike as a form of 
iron economic determinism thus: an economic crisis produces a phenon1-
enon (the strike) which 'in a flash' throws the enemy into disarray, causes 
them to lose faith in their future, enables one to organize one's own troops, 
create the necessary cadres and bring about the required ideological con~ 
centration on the common objective to be achieved. This, according to 
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Gramsci, is 'out and out historical mysticisn1, the awaiting of a sort of 
miraculous illumination', 

Whether Gramsci was a fair critic of Luxemburg's pamphlet is beside the 
point here. What matters is the unmistakable rejection of the war of move
ment as a strategy for power. This war is at best a tactic to be used if and 
when necessary, and which, in any case, only enables one to win 'positions 
which are not decisive'.94 The royal road to power requires a different strategy: 
the war of position. This 'demands enormous sacrifices by infinite masses of 
people' (it is, in other words) a long-term mass event): 'an unprecedented 
concentration of hegemony is necessary ... since in politics the "war of 
position", once won, is decisive definitively.'95 

In another notebook Gramsci pointed out that a 'social group ... must 
exercise leadership before winning governmental power (this is indeed one 
of the principal conditions for the winning of such power); it subsequently 
becomes dominant when it exercises power, but even if it holds it firmly in 
its grasp, it must continue to "lead" as well.'96 This could be interpreted as 
a chronological prescription: first, sufficient hegemony is required to seize 
the state machine; then the actual seizure; then hegemonic consolidation. 
Elsewhere, ho\vever, Gramsci wrote: 'The truth is that one cannot choose 
the form of war one wants~ unless from the start one has a crushing 
superiority over the enemy.'97 It follows that in reality the 'moment' of seizing 
state power is precisely this: only a moment in a revolutionary process. 
Paradoxically, seizing it at the wrong moment may precipitate defeat in the 
longer term. What matters above all else is an accurate understanding of the 
enemy, because in politics (i.e. in positional warfare) 'the siege is redprocal'.98 
The enemy too fights a war of position in what is a ~passive revolution' -
that is, the gradual modification of its own power system by reorganizing 
hegemony. This reorganization is achieved by 'molecular changes which in 
fact progressively modify the pre-existing composition of forces) and hence 
become the matrix of new changes'.99 

Thus, in Gramsci's view, the Italian Risorgimento was won by the moder
ates (i.e. Camillo Cavour and Piedmont) because Cavour, in adopting the 
principles of the war of position, understood not only his own role but also 
that of his opponent, Giuseppe Mazzini, who, on the contrary, 'does not 
seen1 to have been aware either of his own or Cavour's'.lOO Cavour was able 
to absorb elen1ents from the Mazzinian camp by modifying his strategy and 
marshalling international support. Cavour's superiority did not rest only on 
his greater understanding of the national terrain, but also of the international 
relation of forces (in so far as Italian unification was made possible by the 
interplay of European power politics) and the fact that, after 1848, Europe 
had entered a period in which the war of movenlent would only lead to 
defeat. 

It is important to realize that this kind of analysis holds as long as one 
goes beyond the nlilitary nletaphors which permeated Gran1Sci's political 
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discourse. These seeln to suggest that everything is in the hands of the 
superior strategist who could be perceived as some sort of 'man of destiny', 
flble to shape events more or less at will though within determinate historical 
constraints. It is true that Gramsci analysed fascism in terms of the inter
vention of a 'man of destiny' (Mussolini). But he saw Mussolini very much 
as the result of a particular equilibrium of forces (in the Italian case, the 
form assumed by the political crisis was a parliamentary stalemate), which 
required a solution to 'unblock' the system - in this case, an 'extta
parliamentary' solution.101 

Fascism was the form which the 'passive revolution' had taken in Italy as 
a result of the post-war crisis. The rise of Mussolini was evidence of the 
weakness of the Italian ruling establishment. But it was the entire capitalist 
world which was undergoing a 'passive revolution', a reorganization of power 
necessitated by the requirements of the passage from 'the old economic 
individualism" that is, laissez1aire, to 'the planned economy', that is, managed 
capitalism. 102 

Gramsci used his main categories to analyse the development of American 
capitalism ('Fordism and Americanism'). America's favourable economic 
position was traced back to the absence of a feudal past and its consequently 
more 'rational demographic composition'. It benefited from not having 
numerous classes with no essential function in the world of production - i.e. 
purely parasitic classes made up of aristocrats, renders and their innumerable 
hangers-on. European 'traditiont

, European 'civilization', was, conversely, 
characterized precisely by the existence of such classes, created by the 
'richness' and 'complexity' of past history.103 Because it did not have 'this 
leaden burden to support', 'hegemony' in the USA 'is born in the factory 
and requires for its exercise only a minute quantity of professional political 
and ideological intermediaries'.104 The high level of wages characteristic of 
Fordist production was the 'ideological' means whereby the compliance of 
the workers was obtained. lOS It is perhaps in this passage, more than elsewhere, 
that one can feel the materiality of Gramsci's concept of hegemony: it is far 
more than a mere matter of propaganda and instilling the 'righf ideas, a sort 
of unremitting global brainwashing. It is something which includes conditions 
of existence, such as a desirable standard of living, as well as the development 
of a 'well-articulated skilled labour force'. 

Where Gramsci innovated little was in the concept of the party: having 
expanded the concept of hegemony well beyond the old Leninist notion of 
the ideological battle, he gave the party tasks which such an organization was 
simply unfit to perform. The old Leninist party was supposed to be the 
vanguard of the revolution. The old (I<autskyist) social-democratic party was 
supposed to await the moment of the capitalist crisis. But Gramsci's party 
had a far more formidable task: it had to construct a new state in the 
enlarged sense. It fell to Gramsci's successor, Togliatti, in the much more 
favourable conditions of post-war Italy, when democracy had been established, 
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to attempt to construct a parlilo nuovo, a new mass party organizationally and 
ideologically better equipped than either the Leninist party or the old workerist 
SPD. Gramsci had explained what the tasks of this party, this 'new prince' 
(after Machiavelli), were to be. He did not provide an indication of what it 
should be. There are, of course, passages in his writings where the word 
'party' is used loosely (e.g. a newspaper can be a 'party').106 But by decoding 
it thus, the concept becomes so general as to be either virtually meaningless, 
or it implodes into its reverse: the tasks of the revolution cannot belong to 
a party or parties, but are devolved to a multiplicity of terrains and struggles. 
Such an interpretation, so subversive of the Leninist concept of the party, is 
possible and legitimate; but it does not belong to the historical Gramsci. 

The central merit of this Gramsci (if we can talk of 'centrality' in a thought 
which is so diffuse) is that, not unlike Otto Bauer, he abandons the dilemma 
'reform or revolution' in the only possible way: by going beyond it. The 
concept of revolution can refer either to the seizure of state power, or to the 
whole process of transition from one society to another. In the first case, 
revolution is only an aspect of a much longer process in which reforms 
prevail. In the second case, i.e. 'revolution as a process' or establishment of 
a new hegemony, there is no definitive single act of seizure: it is a war of 
position. Revolutions in the traditional sense thus do not resolve anything on 
their own, though they may re-open possibilities which had previously been 
foreclosed. The central task remains - namely, that of creating a new form 
of society in which the prevailing social relations are significantly different 
from those prevailing hitherto. 

By the end of the 1930S the Left in Western Europe was as far from this 
goal as it had ever been. It was underground and persecuted in Germany, 
Austria and Italy; defeated and decin1ated in Spain; excluded from power in 
Great Britain; and marginalized in France. Only in the Nordic periphery, in 
some of the Scandinavian countries, did the Left possess strength and power. 
Authoritarian and semi-authoritarian governments of the Right held sway 
nearly everywhere else. 107 In Bulgaria, a military putsch in 1923 paved the 
wa,y for the royal dictatorship of King Boris in 1934. In Albania, Ahmed 
Zogu established his dictatorship in 1924 and turned hilTIself into I<ing Zog 
in 1928. In Poland, the hero of the war against the Bolsheviks, General Josef 
Pilsudski, took over in 192.6. In Lithuania, Antanas Smetona established a 
dictatorial regime after 1926 which led to the establishment of a one-party 
system in 1932. In 1929 K..ing Alexander established an authoritarian regime 
in Yugoslavia. In Romania, thanks to a royal coup d'etat in 1938, King Carol 
II had full powers. In 1934, in Estonia, I<onstantin Pats established his 
dictatorship. In the same year, in Latvia, I<arlis Ulmanis had staged his coup 
d'etat. Throughout the inter-war period up to 1944, Hungary was ruled by 
the relatively benign dictatorship (by the standards of the time) of Admiral 
Miklos Horthy. In Greece General Joannis Metaxas becan1e the de facto dictator 
after 1936. In Finland in 1930, under pressure from the semi-fascist Lapua 
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movement, the government promulgated a series of anti-communist bills 
banning communist publications, arresting all communist and left-socialist 
members of parliament, and making all legal activity by the communists 
impossible.1

08 

In the Soviet Union the construction of socialism in a form which most 
of the West European Left would, sooner or later, reject totally, proceeded 
at precipitous speed amid heroic deeds and unspeakable crimes. 

The approaching war recast Europe once again, splitting it apart and 
exacerbating the divisions of the Left. With no noteworthy exceptions, 
however, the Left in Western Europe both communists and social demo
crats forswore all insurrectionary conceptions where democratic conditions 
prevailed, and committed itself to a reformist path. How 'revolutionary' or 
radical these reforms would be, remained a matter for debate and analysis. 
One thing was certain: the form of the October Revolution (and, further 
away in history, the Paris Commune or the barricades of 1848) came to be 
seen as unrepeatable, if not undesirable. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

The War, Resistance and Its Aftermath: 
The Rise and Fall of West European 

Communism 1939-48 

IN 19 I 7 THE First World War had engendered the first communist state 
and in 1919 an international communist movement. With the exception of 
the People's Republic of Mongolia, no new communist regimes emerged 
between the wars. The Second World War provided European communism 
with a second chance to establish itself as a significant political force. In the 
aftermath of the conflict the Soviet model was extended to much of Eastern 
Europe, while in the West communism reached the zenith of its influence 
and power in 1945-46. When the dust had settled, Europe, and with it 
socialism, had become effectively divided. In Eastern and parts of Central 
Europe a form of authoritarian socialist society was created, only to be 
bitterly denounced by the social-democratic majority of the Western labour 
movement. This lasted until 1989-90, when each of the socialist states 
collapsed under the weight of internal dissent following the revocation of 
Soviet control. By 199 I, when the USSR itself imploded, it had become 
apparent that no novel socialist phoenix would arise from the ashes of over 
forty years of authoritarian left-wing rule at least for the foreseeable future. 

In \Xlestern Europe, with the exception of France (until the end of the 
1970S) and Italy (until the decision of the Italian Communist Party in 1990-
9 I to 'reconstitute itself as a non-communist party), the dominant voice on 
the Left in denlocratic Europe was that of the heirs to the Second Inter
national - the socialist or social-democratic parties. Thus this book, which is 
solely concerned with Western Europe, will of necessity deal principally with 
the social-deo10cratic tradition which, after 1945, prevailed in an even more 
dominant manner than it had done between the wars. 

Why did social democracy predominate? Fundamentally, it was due to the 
fact that once the war was over and normality re-established, the socialist 
parties reassulned their previous positions of influence, immensely helped by 
the rapidly developing Cold War. Their prestige had not been seriously 
dao1aged during the war, even though, as we shall see, they had not covered 
themselves in glory: in none of the countries ruled by the Nazis or their 
allies had the socialists been in the vanguard of the struggle. This remarkable 
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continuity should cause no surprise. The Second World War, arguably the 
most devastating international war in the history of humanity, resulted in 
minimal changes in the European state system such as the incorporation of 
the Baltic republics into the USSR, the westward shift of Poland's borders, 
and the division of Germany puny changes when compared to the com
prehensive restructuring that followed the Napoleonic wars or, indeed, the 
First World War. 

If the war had shattered anything, it was the already damaged belief that 
capitalism, if left to its own devices, would be able to generate the 'good 
society'. By extension the war had also hurt pro-capitalist parties: in the first 
post-war elections they were in retreat everywhere. To achieve creditable 
results, pro-capitalist conservatives had to resurface and reconstruct them
selves within confessional Christian democratic parties, strongly imbued \vith 
populism and committed to social reforms, as in Italy and West Germany. 
The debacle of the non-fascist Right in the first post-war elections even 
affected conservatives with an excellent war record, such as Winston 
Churchill's Tories, who suffered in 1945 a shattering and humiliating defeat. 
The reconstruction of Europe after the war required parties committed to a 
fair measure of state intervention aimed at achieving social equality and the 
redistribution of wealth. The agenda had shifted to a more statist form of 
politics and hence - at least for the immediate post-war period - to the Left. 
In a continent shattered by war and haunted by memories of the Depression 
of the 1930s, there was no room for unreconstructed conservatism. 

The role played by social democracy in the post-war period of recon
struction will be the subject-matter of subsequent chapters. Here I want to 
examine what the war meant to the Left in general and trace the vicissitudes 
of the main Western comnlunist parties up to 1948. 

The beginning of the Second World War, like the outbreak of the First, 
~hattered the European Left, dividing communists from socialists as severely 
as in the 1920S. The immediate cause was the non~aggression pact entered 
into by the USSR and Germany on 23 August 1939. Not having been 
consulted or informed beforehand, all communist parties in the world were 
taken by surprise: the twin pillars of their policy - defence of the first 
socialist state and anti-fascism - were now mutually inconsistent. At first the 
contradiction was glossed over by rationalizing the pact not unjustifiably 
as the inevitable Soviet response to the appeasement policies of Britain and 
France, perceived (by Moscow) as a strategy to steer Nazi aggression towards 
the East. 1 Not a single communist party failed in this first phase - to 
denounce Nazi Germany as the principal enemy.2 For example, on 4 Septem
ber, the day after the Anglo-French declaration of war, the Dutch Comnlunist 
Party declared that 'Barbaric German fascism has unleashed a rapacious war 
in Europe'.) The French communists voted in favour of the war credits. The 
headline of the PCF paper L'Htimaniti on 26 August 1939 was 'Union of the 
French nation against the Hitlerite aggressor', and it urged a rapprochement 
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between Paris and Moscow.4 The French government refused and, instead, 
began a full-scale persecution of the PCF, banning L'Humaniti, arresting 
communist deputies, dissolving the party and sending leading militants to 
prison camps.5 

Until 24 September, when the Communist International declared that the 
war was imperialist rather than anti-fascist, the Communist Party of Great 
Britain (CPGB) had taken an intransigent anti-Nazi stand and had even 
published its views in 50,000 copies of a penny pamphlet by Harry Pollitt, 
its leader. Until then only Palme Dutt had opposed this policy. It took a 
week of tormented discussions before, on 3 October 1939, the Central 
Committee of the CPGB announced its support for the Moscow line by 
twenty-one votes to three.6 

Between 17 and 28 September the secret protocols of the Soviet-German 
Pa,ct dividing north-eastern Europe into Soviet and German spheres of 
influence were applied in full. 7 Soviet troops occupied the Ukraine and 
Western Byelorussia, re-establishing the pre- I 92.0 Russian frontiers, the first 
of a sequence of events which would lead to the Soviet occupation of the 
Baltic states of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, part of Poland and the invasion 
of Finland. The USSR and Germany entered a new agreement, this time a 
veritable friendship pact, not a non-aggression treaty. Ambiguity was no longer 
a possible option. Communists had to choose: internationalism (in practice, 
defence of the motherland of socialism) or patriotism. In what might be 
described as a direct response to the 'social-patriotism' of most socialists in 
1914, they hoped, however, perversely, for 'internationalism', As Hobsbawm 
has written: 

There is something heroic about the British and French CPs in September 1939. 
Nationalism, political even common sense, pulled one way, yet they 
unhesitatingly chose to put the interests of the international movement first. As 
it happens, they were tragically and absurdly wrong.s 

French and British con1munists followed the Comintern line by declaring 
that the war was not anti-fascist but imperialist, and attributed to France and 
Britain the responsibility for its continuation. The damage this new policy 
caused Western communism and its credibility was severe in the extreme. 
The persecuted Gern1an communists, many of whom were in a concentration 
camp at Dachau, found themselves in the grotesque position of condemning 
British imperialism and suggesting that Germans would gain nothing if they 
escaped Nazism in order to become subject to the British.9 Others were less 
preposterously servile: the Italian Communist Party never stopped identifying 
fascism and Nazism as the main enemy, even though it abandoned the line 
of anti-fascist unity. Thus the PCI declared in June 1940 (after Mussolini's 
entry into the war): 'The Italian people has but one enemy, fascism.'l0 

When on 22 June 1941 Germany invaded the Soviet Union, the situation 
was totally changed. The 'imperialist' war had been transformed into an anti-
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fascist one. On 13 July Britain and the USSR became allies. This time there 
was no need of instructions from Moscow: the new line was spontaneously 
adopted by all communists and, once again, the defence of the socialist 
motherland and anti-fascism became part of the same struggle. From then 
on until the end of the war, the communist parties played a considerable, 
often a leading role in the Resistance against Nazism. In Britain the only 
fully legal West European communist party in a non-neutral country sup
ported the war effort unreservedly and patriotically. 11 In neutral Sweden the 
communists unsuccessfully strove for a so-called 'active' neutrality, Le. one 
which would favour the anti-Nazi forces. In Spain the (illegal) peE sought 
to avoid the entry of Spain into the war alongside the Axis powers. 12 The 
Comintern directive of 22 June 1941 established quite clearly that the final 
aim of the movement, the achievement of socialism, was to be put into 
abeyance: absolute priority had to be given to the anti-fascist effort. This 
precept was taken to its extreme conclusion when the USSR decided to 
disband the Comintern) presumably to improve its relations with the Allies, 
and to leave each communist party free from any formal control and 
obligation. 13 Thus ended the less than glorious history of Lenin's Communist 
International. 

The entry of the USSR into the war led to a considerable rapprochement 
between socialists and communists. Because the con1munists played a greater 
role in the Resistance against Nazism than did the socialists, and because 
they seemed less concerned to ensure that post-war reconstruction should 
proceed along socialist lines, their priority being the defence of the USSR, 
they were better able to forge links with all other anti-fascist parties. In the 
majority of cases this reciprocal respect would last only until the end of the 
hostilities or, at most, the commencement of the Cold War. On the whole 
there remained an unalterable, and usually well-founded, distrust between the 
communists and all the other parties. 

European socialists reacted to the vicissitudes of war in a less uniform 
way than the communists. Much depended on the situation facing their 
respective countries. Of the neutral countries, the socialists were inSignificant 
in Switzerland and Ireland and banned in Spain. But in neutral Sweden the 
record of the SAP, now in a coalition of national unity even though it had 
an absolute majority, was rather mixed. Like the USSR in 1939, and with as 
much justification, the SAP wanted to avoid being dragged into the war. As 
a result, it co~operated fully with Germany in all aspects of trade and 
commerce and regarded the Swedish communists as a much greater security 
risk than the Swedish Nazis. 14 Sweden supplied Germany \vith almost all the 
iron ore and timber required) and from June 1940 to August 1943 Swedish 
railways ferried more than two million German soldiers to and from Narvik 
in Norway and Rovaniemi in Finland a shameful episode partially redeemed 
by Sweden's refusal to sign a treaty with Germany or to stop providing 
asylum to Jews and resisters. ls 
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In unvanquished Britain the Labour Party had returned to government in 
May 1940 in the national coalition led by Winston Churchill; it was thus the 
only socialist party in power in the whole of belligerent Europe. This unique 
position would enable the British Labour Party to tackle the tasks of post
war reconstruction with an unequalled experience of government. As for the 
war, Labour had no major strategic decision to take once it had thrown in 
its lot with the national coalition. 

The situation facing socialists was totally different in the Axis countries, 
their allies and the countries subject to their rule (virtually the rest of 
continental Europe). Here the choice facing the Left was either passivity and 
acceptance of the situation, or active armed resistance. 

In two of the occupied countries, Denmark and France, some (in Denmark 
virtually all) socialists co-operated, though unenthusiastically, with Nazism. 
In Denmark the government (a coalition of radicals and socialists) resolved 
'to place its neutrality under the protection of the Germans' and to form a 
wider national government with the other two main parties. 16 The government 
agreed to ban the Danish Communist Party Gune 1941) and to adhere to the 
Anti-Comintern Pact (November 1941), while the social democrat Vilhelm 
Buhl became prime minister in May 1942. Nazi-socialist co-operation came 
to a virtual end after the communist-organized wave of strikes of July 1943. 
The Nazis unsuccessfully tried to coerce the government into instituting a 
state of emergency and were forced to control Denmark directly,I7 The only 
open gesture of defiance outside the ranks of the Communist Party came 
from Danish diplomats in London and Washington who formed the Free 
Dq.nish movement. IS Danish co-operation never extended to complicity in 
the destruction of Danish Jews. On the contrary, when, after August 1943, 
the Nazis planned to deport all Danish Jews to Germany, a daring rescue 
operation - unparalleled in Europe - was mounted with the full co-operation 
of the population: 95 per cent of the 7,800 Jews were hidden and then 
transported to safety in Sweden. Thus, one of the most glorious pages of 
Danish history was written. 19 

The Nazis Were less successful in Holland, where their attempt to 'de
n1arxify' the SDAP failed against the intransigent opposition of most of the 
Inembership and their leader, I(oos Vorrink. 20 In Belgium, as we saw in 
chapter 3, the socialist leader Hendrik de Man enthusiastically collaborated 
with the Germans. In Norway the socialist cabinet opposed the archetypal 
Nazi collaborator and head of the puppet regime, Vidkun Quisling (whose 
unpopularity was such that the Germans were forced to rule Norway directly), 
and eventually went into exile with the king. They joined the Dutch and 
Belgian governments in London and became utterly dependent on British 
initiatives. 21 

In Austria, part of Germany since the Anscbltlss of March-April 1938, the 
remnants of the socialist movement were not able to generate significant 
clandestine activity. The only serious political force in the underground was 
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the J<ommunistische Partei Osterreichs (the KPO) which, after the Anschluss, 
had improved its position within the Left. The socialists' failure to organize 
a Resistance movement probably spared them from complete annihilation, 
thus preserving their strength for the post-war period.22 

Like most of the population, the Austrian socialists had supported the 
principle of a Greater Germany. They accepted that post-war Austria would 
be a separate state again only after the Moscow Declaration of November 
1943 in which the Allied foreign ministers designated Austria, schizophrenic
ally but correctly, as both a victim and an accomplice of Nazi Germany to 
be 're-established') consequently, as an independent state after the war. 

In Czechoslovakia the leading force in the Resistance was the Czech 
Communist Party and not groups associated \vith the British~backed 

government-in-exile of Eduard Benes, which included the socialists.23 Finland 
was a special case. Invaded by the USSR in 1940, its government, led by the 
Social Democratic Party, welcomed the Nazi invasion of the USSR. The 
socialist speaker of the Finnish Parliament declared on 20 July 1941: 'We are 
not alone, that nation in Europe which is the most fit for battle and the 
most efficient, the German nation, is now crushing with its steel army our 
traditional, ever treacherous and ever deceitful enemy.'24 In so saying, the 
social democrats were at one with public opinion: as late as the autumn of 
1942. a clear majority, including a majority of social democrats, were in favour 
of a final German victory. 25 

In Italy there was no armed resistance to speak of until 1943. It was 
preceded by strikes in some of the main northern cities in March 1943. 
These and the decisive advance of the Allies in the south precipitated the 
decision of the Grand Fascist Council to force Mussolini to resign (25 July). 
This led to the ignominious flight of the king, his court and his new prime 
minister, General Pietro Badoglio, who all ran away to the south, leaving the 
Italian people and the Italian army in disarray a textbook case, if ever there 
was one, of a spineless and wretched 'ruling' class. 

The Partito Socialista Italiano di Unita Proletaria (PSIUP) joined forces 
with the more numerous communists in the left-wing Garibaldi brigades of 
partisans which formed the backbone of the armed Italian Resistance, al
though, as elsewhere, Allied drops of weapons and food tended to favour 
the pro-monarchist groups, or those of the Catholics or even the radical 
Action Party brigades (the group Giustizia e Liberta). Even in the liberated 
areas at the end of 1944 (i.e. south of Florence), the membership of the 
PSIUP was not only inferior to that of the Christian democrats (not sur
prisingly: the socialists were never strong in the south outside some parts of 
the Apulia), but also to that of the communists.26 

In politics as in military matters, the Italian socialists never had the 
initiative, while the communists knew precisely what to do, though only after 
the return of Togliatti from the USSR in March 1944. The PCI broke the 
political stalemate caused by the anti·fascist parties' refusal to recognize the 
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monarchist government. The communists agreed to co-operate with it and 
to postpone all constitutional questions to the post-war period. The other 
parties followed the cotnmunist lead. On 2 I April Italian communists were, 
for the first and only time in their history (and for only three years), in 
governmen t. 

On 6 June, in his Instructions to All Comrades and to All Party Cadres, Togliatti 
declared: 

Always remen1ber that the aim of the insurrection is not the imposition of political 
and social transformations in the socialist or communist sense. Its aim is national 
liberation and the destruction of fascism. All other problems will be solved by 
the people through free popular consultation and the election of a Constituent 
Assembly once the whole of Italy is liberatedY 

Even though 'all problems' were to be solved later, the thoughts of Togliatti, 
in reality, were directed towards the post-war period. His party would then 
need to consolidate the position of prestige it was bound to acquire during 
the Resistance. It had to become a 'national' party just as the German SPD 
had done during the First World War, and the French communists during the 
heyday of the Popular Front. National symbols, such as the tricolor flag, 
Garibaldi and the Risorgimento tradition would have to be woven into 
communist discourse, alongside the red flag. The post-war party statute 
established that at the end of party meetings and demonstrations, the par
ticipants would have to sing the national anthem (though, musically speaking, 
it is quite unworthy of the land of Vivaldi and Verdi), along with the 
Internationale and Bandiera Rossa. 

Like the PCI, the Italian Socialist Party fought in the Resistance with an 
eye to the post-war period, though this eye was both wandering and un
focused. Pietro Nenni, the PSIUP leader, tried to outflank the comtnunists 
froln the left when, on 3 September 1944, at the party congress, he came out 
in favour of a socialist republic as the immediate goal of the struggle.28 The 
impression gained abroad was negative, as evidenced by an internal Foreign 
Office 01emo which noted with uncanny accuracy: 'This is very silly ... but 
then the Italian Socialist Party is a remarkably silly party. It is living in a 
world of its own making, using language coined in the ~ 20S and doomed to 
be eaten up by the much more astute Communist Party.'29 Nenni had an 
additional problem: even during the war his party suffered from traditional 
factional infighting, which was further exacerbated by the fact that his right
wing opponents within the party were receiving funds from the USA (especi
ally from the American Federation of Labor).30 

In Italy at least, the situation facing the socialists had been clear-cut from 
the beginning: they were never in a position to consider any form of com
prolnise with fascism. Their anti-fascist record remained unsullied. In France 
this was not the case. In 1940 the country had been defeated, but not 
completely occupied. In Vichy France there was a semblance of autonomy 



THE HARD ROAD TO POLITICAL POWER 

under Marshal Petain. The French socialists of the SFIO were unsure what 
to do when the country surrendered to Germany in 1940. 

Against Leon Blum's advice, a majority of socialist deputies and senators 
(90 out of 168) led by Paul Faure voted to hand over all powers to Petain, 
thus accepting the German diktat. Only thirty-six voted against it.31 The SFIO 
collaborators justified their action, which was overwhelmingly determined by 
their anti-communism, on pacifist grounds.32 They were, by and large, the 
representatives of socialist notables for whom the party often represented 
little more than a means to acquire and maintain positions of power. The new 
situation had opened the way for further personal advancement and they were 
loath to let it pass. They were in the majority: only eighty parliamentarians 
voted against Petain in a parliament which, having been elected in 1936 when 
the Popular Front triun1phed, was probably the most left-wing National 
Assembly France had elected since 1848. One should add, however, that this 
Petainist majority was truly representative of French public opinion. In July 
1940 the vast majority of the French were in no mood for resistance. 

Blum's followers started the Comite d' Action Socialiste (CAS), reorganized 
the party as a fighting force and, in the spring of 1943, reacquired the label 
of SFIO. Of course, many who regarded themselves as socialists joined 
whatever form of local resistance they could find, irrespective of what the 
leadership said or did. Many of these activists tended, not unjustifiably, to 
remain suspicious of party labels and began to join the SFIO only later, 
when liberation was in sight and the contours of peacetime politics (and the 
prospects of a strong PCF) began to be discernible. 33 

In devising its programme and its strategy, the SFIO meticulously followed 
the guidelines laid down by Blum, who had been arrested in September 1940 
by the Vichy authorities, handed over to the Gestapo in March 1943 and 
sent to Buchenwald concentration camp, where he remained until the end of 
the conflict. Blum's most important directive was to recognize Charles de 
Gaulle as the sole leader of the Resistance. In a note of November 1942 to 
de Gaulle (written at his behest), to be forwarded to Roosevelt and Churchill, 
he was full of praise for the general, whom he described as the incarnation 
of French unity, adding that 'without him nothing would have been possible.'34 
In reality, the French socialists needed de Gaulle to retrieve some of their 
lost legitimacy.35 Unlike the communists, they did not have their own Resist
ance organizations and, consequently, their distinctive contribution did not 
emerge as limpidly. 36 

The socialists distinguished themselves from the communists in many 
other in1portant respects, especially in their considerably greater output of 
programmes and policy documents. 37 The communists were anxious, as they 
had been during the debates leading to the formation of the Popular Front~ 
to keep in abeyance any discussion of radical change in the post-war era for 
fear of weakening the unity of the anti-fascist front or hindering Allied 
victory over Germany. The socialists had no such qualms. 
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All the SFIO projects for social reform were marked by the conviction 
th:;"it there could not be a return to the capitalism of the 1930s. The bourge
oisie, having lost its will to command, could no longer be a ruling class. 
Social en1ancipation was inevitable. The Prtjet de Charte economique et sociale 
and the document Riformes economiques de structure (both drafted in 1944) 
declared that full employment would be one of the goals of the post-war 
state. Wealth would be redistributed, planning instituted. The coalmines, the 
chemical and metal industries, would be taken into public ownership alongside 
insurance firms, banks and all public utilities. The country would be 
thoroughly modernized: 'France cannot remain a country of artisans and 
farmers as in Petain's reactionary romantic dreams.'38 The social reforms of 
1936 would be protected and developed and some system of workers' partici
pation would be introduced.39 A new deal would be offered to the people of 
France's colonies. Full decolonization was not mentioned; it was assumed 
that it would eventually come about after a lengthy process of education and 
en1ancipation. 

These proposals made no difference at all to the conflict, or to the relation 
of forces within the Resistance, or to the extent to which any of these 
proposals \vere implemented after the war. As Andrew Shennan notes: 'The 
study of postwar reforms was dismissed by the majority of resisters as 
irrelevant to the main aim of carrying on the struggle against Germany.'40 
The main function of these schemes, if any, was to demarcate factions and 
currents of ideas within the party itself. What the French socialists said or 
thought mattered very little during the war. There were really only three 
forces of any significance within the French Resistance. The first was de 
Gaulle and his supporters in London and throughout France. The second 
was the so-called Mouvements Unis de la Resistance (MUR), the organized 
resistance of those without parties who, by the end of 1942, had accepted 
Gaullist political leadership.41 The third was the PCF. 

Ideologically poles apart, de Gaulle and the comn1unists otherwise had 
much in common: they were both apparently unconcerned with plans of 
post-war reconstruction and felt that the main thing was to get on with the 
war. Thus, the PCF had no hesitation in accepting the crisp and succinct 
programme that the intrepid Jean Moulin, on behalf of de Gaulle, had 
proposed to the first meeting of the Conseil National de la Resistance. The 
first paragraph elegantly and concisely said: Faire la guerre (make war), while 
those that followed were generic commitments to a return to republican 
democracy and French prestige. Jean Moulin then explained that de Gaulle's 
position was that, though political parties were necessary in a democracy, the 
parties of post-war France did not have to be the same as those of pre-war 
France; they should reflect the main ideological blocs (In larges blocs ideologiques). 
The communists agreed heartily.42 The general and the comn1unists, for 
entirely different reasons, were both highly suspicious of their Anglo-Saxon 
allies. For the communists they were the ~capitalise side of the anti-fascist 
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alliance: temporary companions and future foes. For de Gaulle, the Allies, 
and the detested Churchill in particular, were guilty of taking full advantage 
of the intolerably humiliating position in which his conditions of exile and 
his lack of political power had placed him - the living embodiment of France. 
This led de Gaulle to have far more sympathy for the USSR and its friends 
than he would have otherwise had. The sympathy was reciprocated: the USSR 
recognized de Gaulle's Free French committee before Britain did; de Gaulle 
adopted, word for word, the PCP's slogan: 'national liberation cannot be 
separated from national insurrection.'43 

There were, of course, several occasions on which de Gaulle and the 
communists clashed: de Gaulle wanted to choose which communists should 
join his government (the PCF wanted party appointees); de Gaulle was 
reluctant to purge Vichy collaborators from the administration of liberated 
Algeria.44 Nevertheless, there was much to unite Gaullists and communists 
who were both equally distrustful of other parties: the communists, because 
they were not communist; de Gaulle, because he had an intense loathing for 
political parties, which he regarded as squabbling associations of petulant 
and flatulent politicians seeking their own aggrandizement rather than that 
of France - a fairly accurate assessment of Third Republic politics. Of course, 
the PCF too was a party. But at least for the time being, it appeared to have 
put aside its aberrant and unpatriotic ideology to devote itself to the salvation 
of the nation. 

The socialists, like de Gaulle, toned down their anti-communism as the 
war proceeded. Thus, after the Soviet entry into the war, Blum described the 
PCF in his self-critical book A I'Echelle humail1e, written in jail in 194 I, as a 
'foreign nationalist party', because of its attachment to the USSR. Less than 
two years later (15 March 1943), however, in a letter to de Gaulle he said that 
a 'French nation without the participation of the Communist Party would be 
neither complete nor viable', just as 'no international community without the 
USSR would be complete or viable'.45 This was not reciprocated by the 
communists who, as liberation approached, became more critical of the 
socialists.46 

Not only in France but also in Yugoslavia, Greece, France, Czechoslovakia, 
Italy and elsewhere, the communists were 'the bravest of the brave'.47 That 
had been the case even where bravery was most difficult: Germany. The 
activities of narrow conservative anti-Nazi circles, which culminated in the 
generals' bomb plot of 2.0 July 1944, have tended to obscure the daring and 
heroism of left-wing activists and of the communists in particular.48 

The war turned out to afford Western communists their finest hour. They 
could fight fascism and Nazism, be true internationalists, defend the USSR, 
be flawless patriots and all without inconsistency. Instead of being reviled in 
a ghetto of their own, they were praised by all: by Churchill, by Roosevelt 
and by de Gaulle. The world had finally become black and white, with clearly 
defined battlelines: on one side there were the forces of darkness, fascism 
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and Nazism; anyone willing and able to fight them belonged to the other 
side, to the forces of light, democracy and social progress. The strategy was 
equally clear: armed combat and insurrectionary tactics, the political means 
which they had always considered superior to all others. The organizational 
form this combat required approximated to that of an army and consequently 
to that of the Leninist party with its top-to-bottom command structure and 
its iron military discipline. The revolutionary communist parties which the 
Comintern had set up between 1920 and 192.2.) when it was assumed that 
Europe was on the brink of revolution, were ill-suited to electoral politics, 
but turned out to be the best organizational weapon for the conduct of 
disciplined and intrepid partisan warfare. 

The coo1tnunists did not forcefully advance the issue of the reshaping of 
post-war society. Most of the militants believed that raising this too early 
would simply weaken the anti-fascist coalition by introducing divisive con
cerns. In any case, there could not be any doubt: the future was bound up 
with socialism. Fascism and Nazism had been the most naked expression of 
capitalist violence, towards whose destruction the motherland of socialism, 
the USSR, had contributed in a decisive and unquestionable fashion. Between 
1943 and 1946 Soviet prestige was at its highest. Planning and collectivization, 
communist leadership and Stalin's guidance, had demonstrated the superiority 
of the Soviet system. In the rest of Europe the Depression of the 19308 had 
confirmed that capitalism could offer only unemployment and misery, while 
in Gernlany and Italy it had produced monsters. It was thus simply in
conceivable to most communists and many socialists that the peoples of 
liberated Europe, once free to choose their own destinies, would not rally 
round the red flag. 

Though the Resistance did not provide the comnlunists with the possibility 
of a socialist insurrection at the end of the war, at least in the western part 
of Europe, it went a very long way towards legitimizing them. Having fought 
bravely, they could no longer be excluded from politics on the grounds that 
they were not patriotic. The communists would thus be able to participate 
in the establishment of the new post-war order which, it was generally agreed, 
would have to be radically djfferent from the pre-war era. 

For the communists, as for all other forces involved in it, the importance 
of the Resistance was essentially political. For many of the participants, 
however, the Resistance was a great moral quest, a way of redeeming their 
country and their fellow citizens from a collective guilt: the stigma of having 
allowed the establishment of repressive and war-mongering regimes (Italy, 
Germany), or of not having been able to keep them at bay. This moral and 
psychological dimension cannot be ignored. It enabled a whole people, not 
just those few who did resist, to claim that they were not passive objects of 
history, at first enslaved by Nazism, then liberated by others, but that they 
deserved their freedom because they had fought for it. This recovered national 
pride was a powerful element in the establishment of democratic rule in 
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Western Europe after the war. A sense of one's worth and dignity, and the 
self-confidence which goes with it, are indispensable ingredients of democratic 
politics. 

The historiographical debate on whether or not the Resistance had a 
military importance, interesting as it is, misses out the central features 
delineated above. Only Albania and Yugoslavia were actually liberated by the 
Resistance. In some countries (for instance, Italy and Greece, and to a much 
lesser extent France), the Resistance almost certainly prevented greater 
casualties among the Allies, hut was not decisive. In others, such as Norway, 
the German forces were more firmly in control of the country when Berlin 
fell to the Red Army than after the first months of occupation.49 In some 
instances, a general attitude of non-eo-operation, such as the one reported 
in a German survey on French railways, was so effective that the Nazi 
authorities could not use the network effectively.5o 

The Resistance was the key factor determining the balance of forces 
between t~e socialist and communist components of the traditional Left in 
Western Europe after the war. There is some correlation between the 
magnitude of the Resistance and communist political successes immediately 
after the war. In countries which had not been occupied by the Germans, 
such as Britain or neutral Sweden, or which either had an insignificant 
Resistance movement, as in Denmark, or one largely controlled from London, 
as in Belgium and Holland, the communist parties, after an initial electoral 
spurt (see Table 4. I below), remained as politically negligible as during the 
inter-war period, while the socialist and social-democratic forces virtually 
monopolized the Left. 

Leaving aside the territories liberated by the Red Army, there was an 
armed resistance of some significance only in Albania, Yugoslavia, Greece 
and Italy, and, more debatably, in France. In all these countries the communist 
parties, whose role in the struggle had been preponderant, increased their 
influence and prestige more than elsewhere. In Albania and Yugoslavia, the 
communists were able to acquire a monopoly of power, establish a one-party 
regime and a non-capitalist economic system, while remaining altogether 
independent of the USSR, unlike the other states of Eastern Europe. 

Greece was a special case. The I<ommounistiko Komma Elladas (I<I<E) 
tried to follow the Yugoslav and Albanian road of an armed route to power, 
but was prevented by a combination of conservative forces and Allied inter
vention. The I<KE dominated the National Liberation Front (EA:M) and its 
military wing, the National Popular Liberation Army (ELAS), which, between 
1942 and 1943, had become mass organizations. By the time Greece was 
liberated, the K.I<E, an insignificant party prior to the war, had 300,000 

members and EAMjELAS two million members, almost 30 per cent of the 
population.sl By 1944 EAMjELAS was at war with its main rivals, the 
resistance movement EDES, which was backed by Churchill, determined to 
prevent the communists from obtaining political influence commensurate 
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Table 4.1 Communist parties' share of the vote in the first post-1945 election (%1) 

Austria 1945 5·4 
Belgium 1946 12·7 
Denmark 1945 12·5 
Finland 1945 2. 3· 5 
France 1945 2.6.0 
Holland 1946 ro.6 
Italy 1946 19'0 

Norway 1945 II.9 

Sweden 1944 10·3 

West Germany 1949 5·7 

with their role in the Resistance, The I<I<E eventually agreed to sign an 
armistice in January 1945.52 In the elections held on 31 March 1946, 40 per 
cent of the electorate abstained and the pro-n10narchist parties won the day. 
The subsequent referendum on the o10narchy, held on I September 1946, 
was rigged, and the monarchy won with two-thirds of the vote.53 These 
events and the unchecked development of right-wing terror convinced the 
I<I<E that the parliamentary road to socialism all Western communists had 
been advocating (with Moscow's sanction) was no longer viable in Greece. 
They reorganized and launched an insurrection. Some communists, for 
instance the Yugoslav Edvard I(arde1j, reprimanding the French and Italian 
communists in 1947 for their legalism, thought that the I<I<E, not so 
encumbered, faced a situation 'incomparably better than that which prevails 
in France and Italy'. S4 What he failed to realize was that the international 
situation had changed utterly. A Cold War had begun. The USA took over 
the guardianship of the West and, under the banner of the Truman Doctrine, 
promised to 'support free peoples who are resisting subjugation by armed 
minorities or outside pressures'. ss Greece had become a 'hot' battlefield of 
the Cold War. With substantial American assistance, the Greek regular army 
crushed the I<I(E after bitter fighting throughout 1948 until the summer of 
1949. The consequence of these events was that comluunism renlained 
effectively banned in Greece (it was compelled to fight elections under other 
names and symbols), while socialists failed to become a credible force until 
the mid- 19705, when the Communist Party too was legalized. The practical 
elimination of the Greek Left from mainstream politics was one of the most 
important consequences of the Greek Communist Party's singular peculiarity: 
it was the only party which attempted to follow the insurrectionary route in 
the Western sphere of influence. 

The two renlaining countries where there had been some armed resistance 
were Italy and France. Here and only here Western communist parties 
managed to supplant the socialist parties as the main force of the Left for 
many years to cotue. This statenlent nevertheless needs qualifying. In France 
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the PCF was larger than the Socialist Party from the very first post-war 
elections to the mid-I970S only. In Italy the PCI was just beaten by the 
socialists in the 1946 elections to the Constituent Assembly but, by ~he end 
of the year, it had overtaken them for good, 

In Finland too, as in France, the communists, in spite of the Soviet invasion 
of 1940, emerged as the main party of the Left in 1945, but they were 
overtaken by the social democrats at the subsequent elections in 1948. The 
French and Italian anomaly of having communist parties with wider support 
than the socialists was linked to another: France and Italy remained the only 
democratic countries in Western Europe in which no left-wing government 
came to power. The Left achieved power in France only in 198 I, when the 
PCF was no longer the main party of the Left. 

With the exception of Italy (and France, where the communists peaked in 
the second elections in 1946 at 28.6 per cent), the first post-war results were 
also the communists' historical best. Never again would they achieve such a 
degree of popular support. 

The principal cause for the popularity of communism in the West was the 
Soviet Union - also the principal cause for its subsequent unpopularity. Forty
five years of authoritarian regimes in Eastern Europe must not obscure the 
historical fact that the relative good fortune of communism in the West on 
the morrow of the war was due to the universal recognition of the pre
ponderant and determinant role of the USSR in the defeat of Nazi Germany. 
The Russo-German campaigns constituted 'the most terrible war that has 
ever been waged',56 While Great Britain, France and Italy suffered fewer 
military casualties than during the First World War, and the mainland of the 
USA stood untouched by destruction of any kind, the. Soviet Union lost 
twenty million lives - more than all the dead of all the nations in the entire 
course of the Great War of 1914-18.57 It is another strange irony of history 
that Western Europe was made free for democracy by the relentless advance 
of Stalin's Red Armies from the bloody furnaces of Stalingrad and the salient 
of I(ursk to the bunker in Berlin, where the itinerary of the Third Reich was 
completed. 

After the initial communist successes of 1945-46, decline rapidly set in. 
By 1948 communism ceased to have any political significance as an independ
ent force in Denmark and Norway, in Austria and West Germany, in Belgiun1 
and Holland, as well as in Britain (where, in 1945, the ePGB had obtained 
its only two post-war parliamentary seats).SB In Sweden the Communist Party 
would eventually serve as a prop for the main party of the Left. Only in 
countries under right-wing authoritarian regimes, such as Spain and Portugal, 
did the communists remain the chief opposition force, a role they relinquished 
on the advent of democracy. 

Why was initial growth never consolidated, and why did the respectable 
post-war results achieved by communists in, say, Belgium, Denmark and 
Norway not lead to a decisive advance? Many factors precipitated this still-
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birth, the most significant being the Cold War and the division of Europe. 
The communists had assumed a correspondence between international 

and national politics. They believed that the international entente between the 
'progressive' capitalist countries (the USA and its allies) and the USSR would 
continue. This broad international anti-fascist coalition, they believed, would 
sanction the growth and development of other similar national coalitions. 
The assumption that there was such a correspondence was correct, but it 
worked in the opposite direction: the breakwup of the international anti-fascist 
alliance and the beginning of the Cold War made it impossible for national 
coalitions to continue to include the communists. Nineteen forty-seven was 
the anntlS horrendus of communism. They were ousted or withdrew from the 
ruling coalitions of France, Italy, Norway, Belgium, Luxemburg and Austria. 
The Danish communists had already departed from government in 1945, 
while the Finns left in 1948. The Dutch communists had refused to take part 
in the national coalition because of the continuing Dutch colonial wars. 

The other main factor \vhich spelled the doom of communism in most of 
Western Europe was that, in peacetime, the demarcation between communist 
and social-den10cratic political demands had become obfuscated. The com
munists could offer only a more militant form of social democracy and, 
consequently, restricted the support obtained to the most class-conscious 
\vorkers and the most committed intellectuals. 

A hard core of militants organized along Leninist lines might have been 
all that was required to exploit a revolutionary situation. But since the goal 
pursued was electoral advancement in a non~revolutionary situation, it ,vas 
necessary to appeal to a wide section of the population without alarming 
thetn with militancy of any sort. If the terrain for electoral competition was 
one in which only limited advances towards greater social progress were 
pero1issiblc, then social democracy offered the best chance for an electorate 
already alarmed by communist repression in Eastern Europe. Of course, 
some communist leaders understood that the tightly-knit Leninist party had 
to be superseded. In Italy Palmiro Togliatti advocated a partito nuovo, a new 
party, less centralized and more open than the traditional vanguard. He argued 
that now the party had to 'become an organization which is in the midst of 
the people and satisfies all their needs as they appear to the mass of the 
people. This is the great transformation that our party must carry through.,s9 

In the western part of Europe most communist parties were too weak 
even to consider a violent takeover. Those who were strong enough to 
consider it, such as the Finns, the French and the Italians, did not.6

(1 Few 
Western communists - apart from the PCI understood that an overall 
restructuring of the party organization had to accompany a change in strategy. 
But even those leaders less far-sighted than Togliatti understood that they 
had little choice: there could be no return to the insurrectionary road 
advocated in the 1920S a policy which had been a dismal failure. Thus the 
end of the Second World War signalled the definitive abandonment by West 



THE HARD ROAD TO POLITICAL POWER 

European communism of the insurrectionary road as a viable route to power 
in a liberal democracy. This was certainly the prevailing view among the 
majority of the leadership, even though many rank-and-file militants harboured 
dreams of a Soviet-style takeover. 

The very failure of the Greek insurrection may have influenced the 
communists to recognize the need for change, but the crucial factors in the 
abandonment of an insurrectionist strategy must be sought elsewhere. In the 
first place, there were obvious geopolitical considerations: the Americans and 
their allies were in control and had both the will and the strength to prevent 
a communist takeover. No help could be expected from the USSR: even the 
Greek communists of the KKE did not expect any, though they thought, 
mistakenly, that Tito's Yugoslav partisans might lend a hand.61 Moreover, 
everywhere in Europe the communists had achieved some popular suppott 
under the banner of the struggle for democracy and the retutn to electoral 
politics. They could not count on the same degree of popular support 
following any decision to start an armed struggle for power. 

Finally, the remote possibility of insurrection would only ever be worth 
considering in areas of strong communist presence: in France, Italy and 
Finland. Elsewhere, the relation of forces between the communists and the 
other political parties was just too unfavourable to the former. Even the 
USSR had given up on Western communism outside Italy and France, as 
became obvious later, when, in September 1947, at Szklarska Poreba in 
Poland, the USSR launched the Communist Information Bureau (the Comin
form), a slimmer and less grandiose version of the Comintern, restricting its 
men1bership only to the communists that really mattered that is, those still 
in power plus the French and Italian. 

Having abandoned the road of insurrection and armed struggle, European 
communiS01 adopted the strategy of capture of state power via participation 
in a coalition government. The survival of the wartime coalitions became 
one of the main aims of communist parties. Even in the United Kingdom 
the con1munists campaigned for the continuation of the national coalition, 
even though they were not in it, only to abandon this line once the election 
was called. 

This 'coalitionist' strategy was based on the assumption that there would 
be considerable continuity between wartime and peacetime politics, and that 
the political understanding which had prevailed during the war would persist 
into the post-war period. Co-operation with other anti-fascist parties would 
continue, it was thought, and the communists would gradually emerge as the 
dominant political force. By legislative means such as nationalization, post
war governments would weaken the economic foundations of large-scale 
capital, thus depriving the conservative groups of their basis of support. 
However, as the preservation of coalition governments had become the 
primary goal, it was necessary to contain, to some extent, the front-line 
tactics of economic class struggle, such as strikes and factory occupation, 
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since these would only destabilize the economy and frighten the middle 
classes. During the inter-war period, the communists had learned the im
portance of avoiding isolation and, during the war, the significance of being 
a national force. 

The term 'people's democracy' was coined precisely to denote a form of 
state or regime led by a coalition government in which the communist party 
would have a significant share of power. The policies of this regime would 
be the enlargement of the public sector through nationalization of the most 
important enterprises, strengthening of the trade unions, developnlent of 
organs of 'direct democracy' (vaguely defined), and a foreign policy generally 
oriented towards friendship with the USSR. With the development of the 
Cold War, 'people's democracy' became a euphemism designating communist 
regimes in Eastern Europe. But it originally represented a new departure in 
communist nomenclature. It was an attempt to go beyond the stark dichotomy 
in which all non-socialist regimes were simply 'bourgeois' and all socialist 
regimes the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

The strategy of 'people's democracy' required for its success the con
tinuation of the national and international wartime coalitions. It also involved 
the discovery of an autonomous and 'national road to socialism', different 
from the route taken in 1917 by the Bolsheviks. The communists now saw 
what they continued to call 'the revolution' as part of a developmental process, 
a continuation of indigenous radical bourgeois traditions whose sytTIbols they 
could appropriate, and no longer as a dramatic rupture in the life of the 
nation. The antecedents of this national strategy were the Popular Fronts of 
the 19308 with the difference that, while at that time the coo1munist parties 
had been reluctant to enter government (as in France and, initially, in Spain), 
they were now impatient to have as large a share as possible in ruling the 
country. Whenever they could, they developed an alliance strategy which 
would buttress their presence in the coalition. This had two aspects: 

I. As far as their social-democratic rivals were concerned, the communists 
would seek to develop maximum unity with them, perhaps even leading to 
amalgan1ation. Although in Western Europe nothing came of it, the question 
of a socialist-communist merger had been posed by both Thorez and 
Togliatti. In November 1946, in an interview with The Times, Thorez declared: 
'The French workers' party which we wish to create by the fusion of com
munists and socialists would be a guide towards this democracy, notlvelle et 
popttlaire.'62 Togliatti was more cautious. Speaking in Florence on 3 October 
1944, he broached the question of merging with the socialists: 'we shall have 
to wait for the liberation of the North [of Italy] before trying to bring about 
the creation of a single party.'63 Amalgamation was, in fact, virtually imposed 
by the more powerful communists in some of the newly emergent people'S 
democracies in Eastern and Central Europe, such as Czechoslovakia, Poland 
and East Gero1any. In the West, to achieve this aim it would have been 
necessary to isolate the anti-cOlTIlTIUnist wing of social democracy. 
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2. As far as the 'bourgeois' parties of the centre were concerned, it was 
necessary to compromise as much as possible on traditional socialist demands 
in order to ensure that there could be no grounds for a break-up of the 
coalition (just as, during the war, socialist demands were dropped for the 
sake of national unity and the war effort). 

The aim of this strategy was the permanent insertion of the communist 
party into the arena of legitimate national politics. This required the total 
removal of traditional anti-communism from 'normal' political discourse. The 
new ideological bond which would maintain unity among the 'democratic' 
parties of a people's democracy would be anti-fascism. In other words, the 
legitimation of communism required the delegitimation of anti-communism 
and of anti-communist parties. This, in turn, meant that to be anti-communist 
was incompatible with being a true anti-fascist. 

As we have seen, this 'national road' strategy failed throughout Western 
Europe. The communists' claim that a people's democracy would be a more 
advanced form of bourgeois democracy was not credible. They were expelled 
from coalition governments or put in a position where they had no alternative 
but to leave. In all cases except Italy, the socialist or social-democratic parties 
remained in the coalition or became the main legitimate opposition. The 
entire direction of Western communist strategy had been aimed at establishing 
anti-fascism as the key concept for distinguishing the politically legitimate 
from the unacceptable. This failed utterly. The precondition for access to 
power in the West turned out to be anti-communism, that is, the acceptance 
of 'Western' values defined in Cold War terms. 

The justification later offered for expelling the comn1unists from coalition 
governments throughout Western Europe was the communist takeover of 
Czechoslovakia, which was regarded as den10nstrating their unreliability as 
coalition partners. This was very much a post facto explanation, because the 
expulsion of communists from government in the West had occurred in 
1947, while the takeover in Czechoslovakia took place in 1948; nevertheless, 
the justification did contain much that was valid. The successful strategy 
adopted by the Czech Communist Party resembled that of its (albeit un
successful) Western counterparts, and should be described briefly. 

At its 1946 Congress the Czechoslovak Communist Party (the KSC) had 
emphasized that the current phase was that of a national-denl0cratic, rather 
than socialist, revolution. It accepted, like other communist parties including 
the French and the Italian, that there could be different roads to socialism. 
It was a leading party in the national coalition. It was also the main force in 
the mass organizations which had sprung up in the country (the trade unions, 
the youth movement, the farmers' and women's organizations).64 

In the 1946 elections the I<SC obtained ,; 8 per cent of the vote and 114 
out of the 300 seats in the National Assembly; with its social-democratic 
allies, it had I 5'; seats, a clear majority. I(lement Gottwald, the Czech com
munist leader and prime nlinister, had taken the people's democracy strategy 
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so seriously that he had even been in favour of the Marshall Plan until he 
was dissuaded by the Soviet Union. Thus, the Czech communists found 
themselves in a position not unlike that of their French and Italian counter
parts, similarly ensconced in coalition governments which included non-Ieft
wing parties. The Cold War made these coalitions untenable. In 1947 the 
French and Italian communists were expelled from the national government 
of their respective countries and, later that year at the founding meeting of 
the Cominform, were upbraided for having allowed themselves to be evicted 
from power.65 

The criticisms were harsh. The Soviet delegate, Andrei Zhdanov, urged 
the representative of the PCI, Luigi Longo, to go on the offensive.66 The 
Yugoslav delegate, I(ardelj, attacked the coalition strategy of the PCI and its 
commitment to a peaceful road to socialism, adding that 'The Italian leading 
cOp1rades did not o1ake sufficient and consistent use of our experiences.,67 
Milovan Djilas, who must have had time to reflect on this incident when he, 
in turn, became a victim of Titoist repression, chastised the French comrades 
for their opportunism and urged them to 'draw lessons from their work and 
the mistakes they have made'.68 The Italians and French, thus rebuked, 
accepted the criticisms. Jacques Duclos, the PCF envoy, somewhat more 
unreservedly than Longo, added that there had been on their part 'obviously 
excessive respect for legalism and parliamentarism'.69 

Unlike its Western counterparts, however, at the end of I947 the KSC 
was still in power, controlled the main ministries and could form, in February 
1948, a government without the parties of the centre and the Right. Having 
done so, with considerable popular support, it suppressed all other parties 
except the social democrats, whom it anyway swallowed up a few months 
later. Unlike the Italian or French communists, the I(SC was able to mobilize, 
for the purposes of remaining in government, the strength of the organized 
working class. 70 

This road to power, the Czech road, was taken to be the strategic model 
for Western communism and the reason why communists could not be 
trusted. Communists - it was said - only pretend to follow the democratic 
road; covertly, they prepare the subversion of democracy; they appear to 
seek allies and seem willing to share power, but in reality they consider them 
'useful idiots' to be discarded when the time comes; they proclaim their 
patriotism, while supporting the interests of the Soviet Union over and above 
those of their own countries, as had been evident after the Nazi-Soviet pact 
of 1939. Each of these affirmations and many like them could be backed 
(and were backed) by examples from recent political history. No ruling 
communist party offered itself for re-election in a genuine contest until 1990. 
In any case, no one-party system can be established democratically because 
no majority, however large, can bind future generations of voters. 

Western communists could offer no reasoned argument to counter this. 
Their prudent and democratic behaviour, their moderation, their recognition 
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of constitutional guarantees, their defence of civil rights, were no proof against 
the conviction that this was all a deception. Their credibility would have 
been enhanced by a refusal to give uncritical and systematic support to 
Soviet foreign policy and by a critique of the practices of socialism in Eastern 
Europe and in the USSR. This was not an option which really presented 
itself to the Western communists immediately after the war. The leadership 
of these parties could not ignore their own supporters, who believed that 
what was being constructed in the USSR and in the other countries of 
Eastern Europe was socialism; and, generally speaking, this belief was shared 
by rank and file and leaders alike. 

Furthermore, to denounce Soviet socialism would break down the main 
demarcation line between social democracy and communism: it would thus 
have been tantamount to dissolving the party and joining social democracy. 
And the communist activists, so distrusted by social democrats, did not trust 
them in their turn: they were always talking about socialism while in reality 
compromising with capitalism. 

In Western Europe, the main requirement for a regime of 'people's demo
cracy', namely a strong communist party, existed only in Italy, France and 
Finland. In these countries the communists found themselves in coalition 
with a socialist or social-democratic party and a party of the Centre: in 
France with the Catholic-based Mouvement Republicain Populaire (the MRP); 
in Italy with the Democrazia Cristiana (DC - Christian Democratic Party), 
and in Finland with the Agrarian Party. These coalitions survived until 1947 
or 1948. In these three countries the communists obtained, in this period, 
around one-quarter of the vote, more than twice the average of the communist 
vote in Belgium, Denmark, Holland, Sweden and Norway. 

In electoral terms the strongest communist party was undoubtedly the 
French. The PCF obtained around 26 per cent of the vote in the two elections 
of 1945 and 28.6 per cent in 1946, thus becoming the largest French party 
both in the country and in the National Assembly. It had also become a 
truly national party with at least one deputy returned in virtually each 
departement, making it the most nationally established of all French parties. 71 

In all elections it was stronger than the SFIO. By comparison, the PCI was 
weaker. In the elections to the Italian Constituent Assembly (1946) it obtained 
19 per cent, while the PSIUP just overtook it with 2.0.7 per cent, well behind 
the leading party, the DC, which had 35.2. per cent. Later, in 1948, the 
socialists and communists fought the elections together in a single electoral 
list, obtaining 3 I per cent, a loss of 8 percentage points on their 1946 results. 
In Finland the communists obtained 2. 3.5 per cent in 1945 and were second 
to the social democrats, who had 2.5.1 per cent; in 1948 they obtained 20 per 
cent to the 2.6.3 per cent of the social democrats and 24.2 per cent of the 
Cen tre Party. 

The comparative electoral weakness of the PCI vis-a-vis the PCF was partly 
compensated for by its greater membership. By the end of 1946 the pcr had 
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nearly two million members against 800,000 for the PCF. To some extent 
this gap was the result of differing policies. Togliatti's goal was the largest 
possible membership and he was not too worried about the ideological 
credentials of new recruits. The French communists were more careful, but 
they could also afford to have a smaller party than the Italians. In France 
there was no tradition of mass parties: neither the Catholics of the MRP nor 
the socialists of the SFIO had an organization remotely comparable to that 
of the communists. In Italy the DC had emerged - with the substantial help 
of. the church - as a mass party at the centre of a network of associations 
and 'fronts' not unlike the Italian communists. 

Both French and Italian communists consistently pursued the coalition 
strategy of 'people's democracies'. Both were eager to demonstrate their 
statesmanlike qualities and their sense of national responsibility. Both were 
intent on appeasing and winning over the middle classes and isolating what 
they called les trusts (pCp) or i monopoli (PCl). Accordingly, they discouraged 
strikes and high wage demands in favour of a policy favouring high industrial 
productivity. This was obviously the right policy given the low level of 
industrial output of the two countries. The containment of strikes demon~ 
strated that both parties were determined to become national parties and not 
the representatives of the narrow corporate interests of the working class. 

Thus Thorez, on 21 July 1945, told the miners of Waziers that to produce 
more coal was their class duty,72 while Gaston Monmousseau, a veteran 
communist trade unionist, declared that 'strikes are a weapon of the trusts'.73 
In his fan10us Waziers speech, Thorez insisted on discipline, suggested that 
workers might consider giving up their holidays, and castigated absenteeism 
(~those who are lazy will never be good Communists or good revolutionaries, 
never, never'). But he also insisted that working conditions had to be im
proved, that coalmining should be made attractive in order to increase the 
number of miners, that women should be encouraged to work in the industry 
(in spite of the 'reactionaries who espouse the view that women should stay 
at ,home. There \vill not be any emancipation of women unless \vomen achieve 
it for then1selves').74 Nevertheless, there is no question that production had 
become the top priority; thus the PCP's Programme d'action gotttJernementa/e of 
November 1946, in its chapter on industry, placed much greater emphasis on 
the needs of production than on nationalization, while it did not mention 
workers' control or industrial democracy.75 In spite of their radical rhetoric, 
the French communists courted the middle classes in an even more un
inhibited way than the PCI, by declaring that they stood for the maximum 
of individual initiative and by blocking the Mendes-France plan to enforce an 
exchange of banknotes in circulation. The aim of this was to tax illicit wartime 
cash profits hoarded in mattresses.76 In Italy a similar plan had been initiated 
by the communist minister of finance, Mauro Scoccimarro, only to be blocked 
by the Christian democrats, more consistent protectors of middle-class eco~ 
nomic interests. 
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In August 1945, at a special economic conference called by the PCI, 
Palmiro Togliatti opposed subsidies, national economic planning ('utopian'), 
Soviet-type conttol over the economy, and called for increased production, 
British-type wartime controls, an anti-in~ationary policy to protect small savers 
('if they were ruined by inflation,' he said, 'they would be thrown into the 
arms of reactionaries and fascists'). Finally, he warned the trade unions to be 
more concerned with increasing production than wages.77 

It should be said that in both France and Italy this attitude did not bring 
any benefits to the communists. On 19 February 1947, a few tuonths before 
the break-up of the tripartite coalition, Togliatti complained bitterly: 

In the last years no political strike has taken place in Italy ... This is a country 
where the unions have signed a wage truce , .. This is the surprising and absurd 
feature of the present economic situation: the working class and the unions are 
giving the best example and taking the necessary steps to preserve production, 
order and social peace to enable reconstruction to take place. On the other side 
a pack of political and economic speculators are taking advantage of the situation.78 

In both France and Italy the two parties were responding not only to the 
objective economic requirements of the post-war situation, but also to the 
need for an alliance with the middle classes. The crucial difference between 
them was that for the French communists such an alliance did not entail a 
compact with middle~class parties. On the contrary, their policy, especially 
their pro-middle-class policy, sought to isolate the party with the widest 
middle-class appeal, the centre-left Catholic MRP, and to block any rapproche
ment between it and the SFIO. Throughout this period the PCP was working 
towards a left coalition between itself and the SFIO, thus still assuming that 
it was possible for the traditional Left to represent a significant section of 
the middle classes. This is why the 1945 -47 period was punctuated by the 
PCF's repeated appeals to the SFIO to form a government without the MRP. 
When the crunch of the Cold War came, and the SFIO was forced to choose 
between the unreliable communists on their left and the safe and inter
nationally respectable MRP on their right, they opted for the latter and the 
PCF found itself outside the governing coalition. 

The Italian communists were equally unsuccessful in remaining in govern
ment, but their alliance strategy was markedly different from that of their 
French counterparts. It is true that, like the PCF, they sought to appeal 
directly to the middle classes, but they also recognized the central role of the 
DC in representing these groups. Consequently, all their efforts were directed 
towards maintaining the tripartite coalition of socialists, communists and 
Christian democrats. The compromise they pursued with the middle classes 
was deliberately broadened to include Christian democracy (even though this 
allowed the socialists to challenge them from the left). Of course, it can be 
argued that in Italy, unlike France, the Left did not have a majority~ and that 
the PCI did not therefore have the option of fighting for a Left government; 
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the difference in strategy reffected a disparity in electoral strength. Never
theless, it is equally clear that Togliatti hoped that such a compromise with 
the Catholics might keep the DC on a reformist course, and hinder the 
reconstitution of a conservative power bloc. 

Togliatti was well aware of the complex social composition of Christian 
democracy and of its strength. In a major speech in Florence on 3 October 
I944, he emphasized the vitality of Catholic organizations, which had been 
able 'to exist legally ... for nearly twenty years under the fascist regime, and 
therefore have many cadres who are at this moment going back into political 
life and are able to work to organize a large party quickly.' In this party there 
would be not only bourgeois property-owners, but also 'working people, 
even workers, but most of all peasants'.79 Togliatti was trying to develop 
what political scientists would later refer to as a consociational democracy, a 
semi-permanent grand coalition, whose central axis would be left of centre. 
Thorez's project was far closer to the British model: a polarized two-party 
system with clear Left vs. Right ideological demarcations. 

The difference in the tactics of the French and Italian parties can be 
better understood by comparing their approach to constitutional issues. In 
1945 it was generally agreed that there could be no return to the previous 
constitutional regime: the Third Republic in France, the pre-fascist liberal 
state in Italy. Both countries therefore faced the question of drafting a new 
constitution. For the first time in their history, communist parties were called 
upon to share in the determination of the constitutional form of a non
socialist state. Both the PCF and the PCI were in favour of a single represen
tative assembly with substantial powers, unhindered by a second chamber, a 
strong president, a powerful executive, or a supreme court. In practice, they 
both envisaged a system in which the main form of organization of politics 
would be through free and powerful political parties, which would be fully 
in control of the decision-making process. 

This position coincided with an optinlistic assessment of the electoral 
chances of communist parties and of the Left in general. The more restrained 
the system of constitutional checks and balances, the more easily could a 
left-wing parliamentary majority transform the social and economic landscape 
of the country. 

In France the PCF was able to convince a very reluctant and badly divided 
SFIO to support it on the principle of a strong single-chamber legislature 
against the opposition of the MRP, and to incorporate it in the constitutional 
draft of May I946 which was put to a referendum. The strategy was a 
disaster. The electorate, including, it appears, socialist voters, rejected 
the draft. Bo An amended constitution, which provided for a second chamber, 
\vas narrowly approved, with the communists forced into diffident support. 
A little over one-third of the electorate voted for it, slightly less than one
third were against; and 3 I. I per cent abstained. The new constitution con~ 
tained many progressive clauses, such as sex equality, full en1ployment, the 
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right to strike, the right to education, the nationalization of monopolies, a 
social security service, and the institution of joint management-worker work
place committees.81 But the PCP's intransigence over the political battle for 
the constitution had resulted in its isolation and the much feared rapproche
ment between the SFIO and the MRP. 

The Italian communists, though starting with constitutional plans similar 
to those of their French counterparts, soon sacrificed them in order to ensure 
the stability of the entente with the Christian democrats. They even went as 
far as voting with the DC (in spite of strong socialist pressures) to enshrine 
in the constitution the 1929 Concordat with the church and to accept the 
~hristian democrats' ideas for a regional devolution of power. The resulting 
constitution included traditional liberal principles and social and economic 
rights, such as the right to strike and to form trade unions. It also included 
a remarkably progressive clause (the second paragraph of Article 3), which 
asserted that 'It is the task of the Republic to remove obstacles of an 
economic and social nature which, limiting in fact the liberty and equality of 
citizens, prevent the full development of the human personality and the 
effective participation by all workers in the political, economic and social 
organization of the country.'82 

Even though the political strategy of the Italian communists failed, because 
they were not able to remain in government with the Christian democrats, 
their constitutional strategy succeeded. The form of regime which they helped 
to establish survived the whole course of the Cold \Var, unlike the French 
Fourth Republic. With much justification, they could claim to be the main 
defenders of the Italian constitution and hence a constitutional party, and to 
have contributed decisively to the consolidation of democracy in Italy.83 The 
electoral system of proportional representation, though not enshrined in the 
constitution, guaranteed them a parliamentary weight commensurate with 
their popular support, support which increased uninterruptedly until 1979. 
The form of organization they had chosen that of the mass party supported 
by a network of collateral associations - enabled them to become established 
as an enduring feature of the political panoran1a. Their alliance with the 
Socialist Party lasted into the late 19 50S. They never became a ghetto party 
cut off from power, in constant wait for the denotlement of a political dralna 
in which they played no role. The massive popular support they obtained in 
the central territories of Italy, and especially in the cities and towns of the 
Emilia region, enabled them to develop a fornl of municipal socialism which 
was much admired and much studied.84 

Compared with this, the record of the French Communist Party is less 
than brilliant. The constitution it had grudgingly accepted lasted little over 
ten years. At the moment when the communists had become its enthusiastic 
defenders, the Algerian crisis returned de Gaulle to power and led directly 
to the demise of the Fourth Republic and to a new constitution, which gave 
major executive po\vers to the president. 
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The trajectory described by the Finnish communists bears considerable 
similarity to those of the French and the Italian, although, as always, Finland 
constitutes a special case. In terms of its post-war electoral record, the Finnish 
Communist Party (SI(P) ranks as a strong communist party along with the 
Italian and French, and it did surprisingly well in the 1945 elections. Unlike 
its French and Italian counterparts, however, it could not attribute this success 
to armed struggle, since there had been no major armed resistance against 
the Germans. The people of Finland had little reason to be grateful to the 
USSR: Soviet aggression had led to the Winter War of 1939-40, while the 
Continuation War of 1941-44 found Finland making common cause with 
Nazi Germany. 

When the war began the SI(P, already banned, was still a tiny group with 
no influence. The suggestion that it had underground mass support able to 
surface only after 1945 is probably unjustified. 8s However, the SI(P had 
inherited a hard core of activists from the Suomen Sosialistinen Tyovaenpuole 
(SSTP), the Finnish Socialist Workers' Party, \vhich was, between 1919 and 
1923, the main left-wing alternative to the social democrats, and which 
represented an entirely indigenous brand of left-radicalism.86 Moreover, the 
SI(P was the sole beneficiary of the general post-war shift to the Left. Its 
nearest rival, the Social Democratic Party, bore the stigma of having been a 
member of a government which fought on the same side as the Nazis. 

At its first legal congress, held on 4 and 5 October 1944, the SKP decided 
to follow the 'people's democracy' strategy developed elsewhere. Accordingly, 
it dropped its revolutionary programme and committed itself to a con
stitutional politics on the basis of a broad popular front. 87 It sought unity 
with the social democrats and an understanding with the Agrarian Party. 
However, the goal of creating a single party of the Left was thwarted by the 
expulsion froo1 the Social Democratic Party of the pro-communist Vapaa 
Sana group, led by I(arl Wiik. In its place the Finnish People's Democratic 
League (SI<OL), an electoral alliance between the SI(P, the Vapaa Sana group 
and other leftists, was established.88 

The SI<OL was dominated by the communists, but not overwhelmingly. 
It has been estimated that 130,000 of the 398,618 votes cast for it in 1945 
belonged to the Vapaa Sana group and other left~social democrats. These 
two groups had nine of the forty-nine MPs gained by the SI(DL. Though 
the key post of secretary~general was held by cOlnn1unists until 1965, when 
the independent socialist Ele Alenius was elected, throughout the post~war 
period the presidency of SI<OL was not held by a communist. 89 

The League's electoral progran1me conformed to the people's democracy 
strategy: it sought the maintenance of anti-fascism as a unifying ideology, 
and the consequent banning of fascist organizations; a foreign policy in 
accordance with the principles of the United Nations; and a special relation
ship with the USSR.90 

The positive electoral results of 1945, in which the SK..oL obtained 23.5 
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per cent of the vote and emerged as the largest group in Parliament, 
encouraged the communist leaders to discuss a joint programme with the 
two other major parties. An agreement was concluded in April 1945. The 
communists and their allies obtained nearly one-third of the cabinet posts 
including, as in Czechoslovakia, the Ministry of the Interior, which naturally 
led to their control of the police. A pattern not dissimilar to the events in 
Czechoslovakia ensued. In the spring of 1946 the SKP launched a broad 
mass movement, backed by demonstrations, calling for social reform and the 
democratization of the army and the civil service. Unlike the Prague 
movement, this failed, and the social democrats were able to fight back. 
They succeeded in postponing internal trade union elections by alleging 
irregularities, and when the elections were finally held in 1947 the social 
democrats \von a majority on an anti-communist platform.91 

By May 1948, the agreement between the three main parties was virtually 
dead. Anti-communism had now re~emerged as an election issue. The SI<DL, 
which had obtained forty-nine seats in 1945 in a loo-seat Chamber, now had 
only thirty-four seats and was offered a smaller role in government. The 
SKDL refused, left the government, and remained in opposition until 1966.92 

Why the Communist Party in Finland did not follow the road taken by 
the Czech Communist Party has remained controversia1.93 Those who seek 
to explain the communist takeover in Eastern and Central Europe in purely 
geopolitical terms face a challenge here: the geopolitical position of both 
countries was strikingly similar in that neither was under the Western sphere 
of influence or under Red Army occupation. It is clear that in Finland the 
Soviets \,vere quite content to have a situation in which friendship with the 
USSR was accepted by all the main political parties, including the con
servatives. It had sought and obtained a purge of all those who had col
laborated with the Germans (especially social democrats like Vaina Tanner, 
who had been foreign minister during the war), as a symbol of atonement 
for the past. A shift of Finland into the Soviet sphere might have had more 
negative international repercussions than the Prague coup: it might alarm 
the Swedes sufficiently to lead them to abandon their position of neutrality. 
Finally, the Soviets and their Finnish followers would also have taken into 
account the different national characteristics ascribed to Finns and Czechs: 
the anti-communist Finns might resist a communist takeover with force 
while the Czechs - never keen to wear the crown of martyrdom would 
tolerate it. Thus, Finland remained the only illustration that it was perfectly 
possible to be anti-communist at home, without being anti-Sovjet in foreign 
affairs. 

The most striking differences between the two countries were internal. 
The Czech communists had 40 per cent of the vote, the Finns only twenty
l5 cent. Between 1947 and 1948, national coalitions throughout Europe which 
included communists and anti-communists had to adapt to the break-up of 
the international anti-fascist coalition, that is, to the Cold War. In most cases 



THE WAR, RESISTANCE AND ITS AFTERMATH 109 

the anti-communists were strong enough to expel the communists from any 
share in government. This was true of Italy and France, not to speak of all 
West European countries where the communists represented 10 per cent or 
less of the popular vote. In Finland they were strong enough to humiliate 
the communists and force them out of office. In Czechoslovakia alone the 
communists were too strong to be expelled. Had there been parliamentary 
elections, they would probably have attained an absolute majority since they 
had the support of the majority of the industrial working class, large sections 
of the intelligentsia, and many small farmers. 94 

The role of the socialists or social democrats was crucial in accounting 
for the end of communist participation in government in the West. In France, 
the socialists were not afraid to fight the communists and had strong allies 
in . the centre. In Italy, only a minority in the Socialist Party chose to side 
with the anti-communists, but this was sufficient to provide Christian demo
cracy with the necessary strength to evict the Left from office. Again, 
Czechoslovakia was different. Though the right wing of the Social Democratic 
Party fought hard, it lost to a majority which was genuinely willing to continue 
to co-operate with the communists.95 In Finland during the war, the social 
democrats had fought alongside the Germans and, after the war, had agreed 
to co-operate with the communists only with great reluctance. Moreover, 
once the Vapaa Sana group had been expelled from the Finnish Social 
Democratic Party, the SI<P could no longer count on having a friend in it.96 

In reality, in spite of its electoral achievements, the Finnish Communist Party 
was too weak either to take over the country through armed struggle (which 
it had no intention of doing), or to become a permanent participant in a 
governing coalition. Thus, its situation was far more similar to that of its 
French and Italian counterparts than to that of the Czechoslovaks. 

The overall balance-sheet of Western communism, a few years after its 
electoral zenith, can be rapidly drawn. Outside France, Italy and Finland, it 
ceased to exist as a significant force in national politics. 

In Eastern Europe, thanks to indirect or direct Soviet intervention or 
pressure, communism triumphed. For years Soviet pronouncements would 
remind the world that whatever was being built in Eastern Europe was the 
only form of 'actually existing socialism'. The territories under this regime 
were situated, with some exceptions, in areas which in the previous century 
had been subjected to the rule of Prussia and of the Tsarist, Austrian and 
Turkish empires - all lands which had been the focus of hostility for 
nineteenth-century liberal and progressive Europe. It was in this area, historic
ally so impervious to the flowering of a robust democratic tradition, that 
socialism was implanted, constrained within a relatively monolithic bloc, 
stultified into an official ideology, and unable to develop, adapt or change. 

Thus, not only was the social-democratic tradition destroyed, but so was 
the possibility of a genuine development of the communist one. What 
occurred was the superimposition of a more or less uniform Soviet model 
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of socialist construction on countries which were significantly different from 
each other and from the USSR. 

The Sovietization of Eastern and Central Europe cannot be separated 
from the particular revolutionary conjuncture which emerged between 1917 
and 1920. The creation of the Comintern was based on the central hypothesis 
that the coming revolution would be international, consequently requiring 
international co-ordination. In this the Comintern was really a child of the 
twentieth century, not just because of its ideology, but because its fundamental 
assumptions were those of interdependence and globalism. These concepts 
were central to the communists' initial belief that the Soviet revolution could 
not survive without a revolution in other countries. Such events would be 
induced by a generalized crisis of capitalism creating relatively uniform 
conditions throughout Europe, dictating co-ordination of communist strategy 
in the different countries. But the modern assumption of interdependent 
globalism co-existed alongside a much older and more enduring framework 
of international affairs: the modern state system, which has come down in 
unbroken descent from eighteenth-century Europe - in other words, an 
association of states whose conflicting interests are resolved by diplomacy 
and/or force. Thus, the Bolsheviks found themselves not only in charge of 
their state - the Union of the Soviets, the land of a socialism yet to be 
invented but also in possession of the successor state to the Tsarist Empire, 
a state with definite 'national' security interests which could not all change 
simply because a new ideology guided it. Like Tsarist Russia, the USSR 
needed secure boundaries, buffer states, safety belts, international treaties, 
secret diplomacy and so on. Anyone ruling the Soviet Union would have to 
face this reality. 

By the mid-I930S there was an objective correlation between Soviet foreign 
policy interests and those of the communist movement in Western Europe: 
the threat of fascism was not just internal to each European state; it was also, 
because of German power and geopolitical position, a threat to the USSR. 
The Popular Front policy adopted by the Seventh Congress of the Comintern 
(1935) was the recognition that it was in the interest of the USSR for each 
communist party to develop its policies according to the national particularities 
of its country, because that \vas the best way of stopping fascism. 

Once the principle of 'national roads' had been adopted, there was no 
reason for the Leninist and Comintern conception of a co-ordination of 
revolutionary activities to survive. The communist parties were ready to 
confront their socialist rivals on the basis of 'democratic politics' and, 
therewith, to enter into more or less temporary alliances \vith them. Once it 
had been accepted that a peaceful transition to socialism utilizing the pos
sibilities of liberal democracy was possible, and once the political horizon 
was that of the national state, there was no need of a specific communist 
tradition. Had they survived, the communist parties might simply have come 
to represent a more radical strand of the national variety of socialism. 
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In the absence of a Cold War and fears of Soviet communism, communist 
parties might have developed instead of shrinklng as they did, for example, 
in Belgium and Holland; or they would have merged with socialist parties to 
create a powerful radical force. Nor would they have been harassed and 
excluded from employment, as Dutch and Belgian former Resistance fighters 
were after the war.97 In France, a united Left might have been possible. In 
Italy, where socialists and communists co-operated until the late 19 50S, they 
might have been able to provide an alternative to the Christian democratic 
takeover of the state. 

The process of gradual reconciliation of the two wings of socialism had 
started haltingly in the mid-1930S and continued more confidently during the 
war. The Cold War stopped it dead in its tracks. In the East, national roads 
to' socialism were abandoned in favour of the Soviet road. In the West, 
national roads were an impossible or difficult strategy to follow, because all 
communists were seen inevitably and, in the majority of cases, correctly -
as substantially subordinate to the foreign policy interests of the USSR. Where 
communism survived, as in France, Finland and Italy, it did so by becoming 
the inheritor and representative of a strong national Left radical tradition at 
the expense of the social democrats. In the French case, it took over com
pletely a strong workerist strand which, elsewhere (for example, in Britain or 
Germany), was present in the social-democratic parties. In Italy, the PCI 
took over much of the 'subversive' radical tradition, especially in Tuscany 
and the Emilia-Romagna. 

In all cases Western communists lived the beginnings of the Cold War as 
events imposed upon them from the outside. The 'iron curtain', the 
Cominform, the Truman Doctrine, Marshall Aid, even their participation in 
government were all phenomena which found them - like Gabriel Garcia 
Marquez's General at the mercy of a destiny that was not theirs. They 
became the target of frenzied propaganda and were held responsible for 
repressive acts which they had not initiated, but which they nevertheless 
found themselves compelled to justify. As a minority force, they stubbornly 
and consistently defended all the civil rights which \Vestern delTIOCracy 
afforded them; as communists, they equally stubbornly defended all the 
infringenlents of these rights in the 'people's democracies' in Eastern and 
Central Europe. Seldonl had a political force found itself so entangled in so 
schizophrenic a predicament. The development of the Cold War and the 
division of Europe scaled the fate of conlmunists in the West in the most 
mortifying manner. They did not resist their expulsion from government -
and for good reason. By 1947 they had come to realize that they were no 
longer able to influence events from inside the government and that, precisely 
because they were inside it, they could not rally the opposition. In France, 
in particular, they could not risk allowing Trotskyite activists to inspire 
working-class radicalism as had happened at two Renault plants in April 
1947.98 In government, West European communists were expected to continue 
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supporting austerity programmes which weighed heavily on the working class. 
In France, the PCF could no longer support the war against the communist
led anti-colonial movement in Indochina.99 At both the national and inter
national level, the tendency was shifting back towards a restoration of capitalist 
ethos and values. The radical winds raised by the war, and upon whose 
strength Western communists had staked their political future> had abated. 

The fate of socialists and social democrats in the West was entirely 
different. They could, and did, accede to power, availing themselves of the 
conditions of democracy and freedom which they had so decisively helped 
to establish in the face of opposition, or at best grudging acceptance, from 
the Right. 

What the Cold War meant, however, was that the socialists could accede 
to power only once they had accepted the international hegemony of the 
USA, the only capitaiisl power devoid of a strong socialist party. Thus, West 
European socialism had to develop under the international protection of a 
country whose ethos, traditions and outlook were deeply hostile to socialism, 
and which could never offer the hope of producing a governnlent friendly 
to a socialist project in any form. It was an international order which could 
tolerate socialism on certain conditions, but never encourage it. 

This fundamental subordination of socialist ideas to the requirements of 
a bipolar world was an aspect of the decay of European power following the 
Second World War. The fate of socialism was inseparable from the political 
destiny of individual nation-states. With Europe divided and subject to outside 
constraints, socialists found themselves on hostile terrain. To them fell the 
painful task of living with a particularly grievous paradox: they must advance 
the cause of socialism, while fighting a 'cold wae against the only existing 
'socialist' nation. 

The conservative and confessional parties which were the socialists' main 
opponents were also constrained, of course, by European weakness; but this 
worked to their advantage. After all, they were natural allies of the American 
superpower. Unlike the socialists, they did not have to demonstrate their 
reliability in the shadows of American suzerainty. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Socialists After 1945 

IN THE FEW years following the end of the Second World War, many of 
the 'short-term' political objectives of the Second International, adopted at 
the beginning of the century, were implemented. True universal suffrage had 
become a reality in all countries enjoying free elections, with the exception 
of politically backward Switzerland where women obtained the vote only in 
1971. Thus, full citizenship, once granted only to male property-owners, was 
now finally extended to women. The Finns had been the trail-blazers in 
1907. They were followed by Denmark in 1918, Austria and Germany in 
1919, Norway and Sweden in 1921, Hoilland in 1922, Ireland in 1923 and 
Britain in 192.8. Finally, after the Second World War, France (1945), Italy 
(1946) and Belgium (1948) completed the transition to democracy. 

The eight-hour day had been adopted everywhere, if not de jure, at least 
de facto. This was no minor reform: Marx himself had called the legal restric
tion on the length of the working day 'an all-powerful social barrier' and 'a 
modest Magna Carta ... which shall make clear when the time which the 
worker sells is ended, and when his own begins.'l Later, in a passage which 
still deserves attention, he added: 

the realm of freedom actually begins only where labour ... ceases .. ,. Beyond 
(the realm of necessity) begins that development of human energy which is an 
end in itself, the true realm of freedom, which, however, can blossom forth only 
with this realm of necessity as its basis. The shortening of the working-day is its 
basic prerequisite.2 

Leisure time, the authentic basis of freedom and the necessary precondition 
for political activity, was now protected by law. 

With the introduction of genuine universal suffrage, the liberal-democratic 
principle of the formal equality of all had been firmly established. With the 
eight-hour day the principle of state regulation of the labour market had been 
further strengthened. Democratic rights were thus enhanced by social rights. 

Electorally speaking, the socialist parties emerged from the war as major 
political forces (see Table 5. I). Virtually everywhere they had at least one
third of the vote. Where they had less than that (for example, in Finland, 
Italy and France), it was because the communists had 20 per cent or more 
of the vote. In all cases the balance of power lay with the Left. 

117 
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Table 5,1 Socialist, social-democratic and labour parties' share of the vote, 1945-5 0 (%) 

1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 195 0 

Austria 44.6 38.7 
Belgium 31·4 29. 8 35·5 
Denmark 31 .. 8 40 •0 39.6 
Finland 2. 5. t 26·3 
France 23. 8 2LI 

17·9
a 

Holland 2.8.; 2.5.6 
Italy 20·7 (3 I.o)b 
Norway 41.0 
Sweden 46·7

c 46. 1 45·7 
UK 48.3 46.1 

West Germany 29. 2 

Notes: a There were two elections in France in 1946. b Joint list with the communists. C The 
elections were held in 1944. 

When the war was ended, socialist and social-democratic parties were in 
power in virtually the whole of democratic Western Europe, but only in 
Britain, Sweden and Norway were they clearly in charge. In other countries 
they shared power with non~socialist parties. In France and in Italy they 
found themselves squeezed between a powerful communist party to their left 
and an en1erging Christian democratic party to their right. In the previous 
chapter we chronicled the diverging paths of the French and Italian socialists: 
in France socialists repudiated the communists and opted for a coalition 
with the centre (1947); in Italy they pinned their hopes on an alliance with 
the communists. Paradoxically, these diametrically opposed tactics produced 
the same negative result: alone in Western Europe, French and Italian social
ists became electorally weaker than their communist rivals. 

In France the socialists, no longer a radical force for change, became the 
upholders of an increasingly indecisive and visionless Fourth Republic. In 
Italy the Socialist Party was, until the late 1950s, politically subordinated to 
the PCI; then it shifted its strategy, broke with the communists and, in the 
early 1960s, entered into a coalition government with the Christian democrats. 

The fate of socialists and social democrats in the rest of Western Europe 
was more fortunate than that of the French and the Italians - not to mention 
the Portuguese and Spanish Left still under dictatorial rule. This confirmed 
the continuing difficulties of socialists in much of Southern Europe. Where 
democracy had not been fully established - as in Greece, Spain and Portugal 
- the main operationally active clandestine forces were those of the com
munists. Where democracy had been fe-established - as in France and in 
Italy - the communists soon emerged as the dominant party of the Left. To 
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find clear instances of socialist successes we must turn to north-western 
Europe. 

In Belgium there were seven coalition governments between 1945 and 
J 949) all led by a socialist. The all-party national unity government of 1945 
gave way to socialist-led coalitions which included the communists and the 
Liberals, but excluded the Catholics of the CVP-PSC (Christelijke Volkspartij 
- Parti Social Chretien). In 1947 the Communist Party and the Liberal Party 
were expelled from the government and the socialists went on ruling with 
the CVP-PSC. Thus the POB, now rechristened the Patti Socialiste BeIgel 
Belgische Socialistische Pattij (PSB/BSP), although having only one-third of 
the vote, was able to doo1ioate Belgian politics throughout the immediate 
po.st-war period by being continuously in government and deciding the shape 
of the coalition. 

In Holland the Labour Party (now called the Partij van de Arbeid 
PvdA) , with much less than one-third of the vote, was present in all five 
coalition governments which ruled the country from the end of the war to 
1958; furthermore, between 1948 and 1958 the prime minister was always 
the socialist Willem Drees. 

In Austria the Socialist Party (Sozialistische Partie Osterreichs - SPO) 
entered into a durable coalition in 1945 with the Austrian People's Party 
(Osterreichs Volkspartei - the OVP), a party of farmers and clerical workers, 
successor to the pre-\var Christian Social Party. With the brief exception of 
the Rennet government in 1945, however, the bvp controlled the post of 
chancellor. This exceptionally long 'historic compromise', which deprived 
Austria of a meaningful opposition for over twenty years from 1945 to 1966, 
was, at least in part, due to the SPO's awareness 'of the dangers of class 
confrontation'.3 But there were many other factors contributing to co
operation between the parties, such as the appalling economic situation and 
the fact that Austria was under foreign occupation. By co-operating, the 
SPO prevented the GVP from having to rely on the right-wing party which 
emerged in 1949, the Verband der Unabhangigen (after 1956 it became the 
Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs - FPO - or Freedom Party). The tragic lessons 
of the 19205 had led the SPG to adopt a remarkably cautious strategy which 
eschewed confrontation and the risks of isolation. It was the beginning of 
the most important n10del of so-called consociational democracy in Western 
Europe, object of many political science studies. 

In Finland, as we saw in the preceding chapter, the socialists were engaged 
in a struggle against the Communist Party. Following the exclusion of the 
communists from the governlnent in 1948, the socialists remained in the 
coalition with the Agrarian League and the smaller bourgeois parties. 

In Denmark, the Social Den10cratic Party (Socialdemokratiet) emerged as 
the leading party, but it was not strong enough to form a government on its 
own. Furthermore, the 1945 elections had turned out to be one of the worst 
electoral defeats for Danish social democracy: they polled only 32.8 per cent 
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of the vote and lost eighteen of the sixty-six parliamentary seats they held 
before. Their wartime collaboration with the Nazi occupation forces was 
probably the main reason for these losses and for the communist gains, 
which amounted to the eighteen seats vacated by the social democrats.4 

Nevertheless the Socialdemokratiet led the all-party government of 1945, 
then was out of office until 1947. From 1947 to 1950 it led a minority 
government sustained by the communists and the neutralist Radical Liberal 
Party. 

In the remaining two Nordic countries, Sweden and Norway, socialists 
ruled uninterruptedly throughout most of the post-war period: in Norway 
until the mid-I960s and in Sweden until the mid-I970S. In Norway, the 
Labour Party, thanks to an electoral system less proportional than the Swedish, 
obtained an absolute majority of the seats (76 out of 150 seats, with only 41 
per cent of the vote) and ruled without allies. In Sweden, the SAP, though 
by far the largest party with 46.6 per cent of the vote, could not muster 
more than half of the seats in the Riksdag (I I 5 out of 2;0), and had to rely 
on the support of the Communist Party until 1951 and then on the Agrarian 
Party until 1957. 

In occupied Germany what had once been the most influential social
democratic party in the world, the SPD, resurfaced after thirteen years spent 
under the tragic interlude of Nazism. After May 1945 there was no German 
state and the occupying forces took all major decisions. In the western part 
of the country there were no general elections until 1949. By then the high 
tide of radicalism had subsided; the Christlich Demokratische Union (CDU 

Christian Democratic Party) obtained a decisive victory and forced the 
Social Democrats into opposition where they remained for seventeen years. 

The SPD was led by Kurt Schumacher, a self-righteous and strong-willed 
man who had lost his right arm in the First World War and spent virtually 
the entire Nazi period in the concentration camp at Dachau. Like all the 
German social democrats of his time, Schumacher, who always professed to 
be a Marxist (but, emphatically, not a Leninist), believed Germany to be on 
the verge of a socialist transformation. At the same time he was a committed 
anti-communist and a stalwart upholder of parliamentary democracy.5 The 
SPD was then a party of 600,000 members, but it no longer possessed the 
vast organizational infrastructure, including two hundred daily papers and a 
wire service, which had been the basis of the party's power in Weimar and 
before. Nor could it count on the unquestioned support of the trade unions 
(as had been the case in the pre-Nazi period), or on their substantial financial 
contribution.6 After 1945, the SPD could no longer offer its supporters a 
total environment as it had in the days of Weimar and imperial Germany: a 
Vatethaus und Lebensinhalt (literally: Parental Home and Life Substance). In 
those far-off days a member could read the party's newspapers, borrow from 
its book clubs, drink in its pubs, keep fit in its gyms, sing in its choral 
societies, play in its orchestras, take part in the so-called people's theatre 
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organizations, compete in its chess clubs, and join, if a woman, the SPD 
women's movement, and, if young, the youth organization. When members 
were ill, they would receive help from the Working Men's Samaritan Federa
tion. When they died, they would be cremated by a social-democratic burial 
club (as an alternative to church burial).7 In the 1930S all this had been 
destroyed by the devastating impact of the Nazi dictatorship; the formidable 
political machine of August Bebel and his successors could not be brought 
back to life after 1945. Such erosion of the cultural world of labour was not 
confined to Germany. But elsewhere, for instance, in France, Italy and Britain, 
it occurred more gradually. By the 19605 it had reached near-completion.8 

At first the SPD grew more rapidly in the Soviet-occupied part of the 
country than in the western sectors. The effective leader of the SPD in the 
Soviet zone, Otto Grotewohl, was in favour of a close alliance with the 
communists (I(PD). Schumacher made no effort to intervene. He was content 
to leave Grotewohl in charge of the party in the east as long as he could 
control it in the west from his Hanover headquarters. When Schumacher 
eventually tried to intervene to stop the impending merger with the I(PD, it 
was only to advise Grotewohl to dissolve the party. By then it was too late. 
The fate of social democracy in the eastern zone was sealed. In 1946 
Grotewohl merged his party with the I(PD to form the Sozialistische Ein
heitspartei Deutschlands (Socialist Unity Party - SED), becoming its co
chairman and, in 1949, the first prime minister of the German Democratic 
Republic.9 Initially, the new merged party was closer to the old SPD than to 
the I(PD: Lenin ceased to be a reference point and there was no explicit 
endorsement of the Soviet system. 10 With the development of the Cold War, 
the SED quickly became a pro-Soviet communist patty and its social
democratic component was obliterated. Once it had become clear that Grote
wohl's party could not have any independence from the USSR (something 
which was not initially obvious), the fate of the SPD became closely bound 
up with the Cold War. 

The revival of the fortunes of the Left in Western Europe after 1945 is 
not quite so sweeping when we see it in the context of the division of 
Europe, the split with the communists in France, the necessity of coalition 
politics in Denmark, Austria, Holland and Belgium, the electoral defeat in 
Italy in 1948 and in Germany in 1949. 

This is the European context for the trajectory of the British Labour 
Party, from its historic victory in 1945 to its bizarre defeat in 195 I. The 
victory uJas historic: never before had a socialist party in Britain been able to 
rule without being constrained by Liberal Party support, as had been the 
case in 1924 and 1929-3 I, or by coalition government, as during the war. 
Leaving aside the peripheral instance of Norway, this was the first time in 
European history that a socialist party was elected to power with an absolute 
parliamentary majority. The defeat ]}Jas bizarre: the Labour Party 'lost' the 
1951 elections because it obtained fewer seats than the Conservatives; however, 
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it had secured more votes. In fact the 195 I results were, in percentage terms, 
the best results in the entire history of the Labour Party, including the 
'historic' victory of 1945. It is, of course, fair to point out that Labour's 
absolute majority of the seats achieved in 1945 could not have been ensured 
without the vagaries of the first-past-the-post electoral system. The fact 
remains that, in spite of the many difficulties it had to face, the Labour Party 
left office with a greater share of the poll than when it came in. Socialist 
politics or, at least, the policies of the Labour government did not result in 
unpopularity. 

Perry Anderson is right when he refers to the Second World War as 
Labour's 'historical windfall' because: 'The Party was initiated into power 
without having to mobilize for it; and it acquired a programme for govern
ment without having to originate the ideas behind it.'l1 But there is no reason 
to single out the Labour Party in this context. Wars have always been among 
the most formidable harbingers of vast social change: they have constituted 
a 'windfall' for socialists in the twentieth century, from the Bolsheviks in 
1917 to virtually all the parties of the Left in 1945. The antagonism towards 
war which had often been so strong a component of socialist consciousness 
was always at odds with the recognition that a measure of social progress so 
often follows the most unbearable human suffering. This, of course, justifies 
nothing and offers no consolation. 

The Labour Party prevailed in 1945 because, unlike its Conservative rivals, 
it expressed the mood of the time: the egalitarian ethos of the war, the 
solidaristic feelings enhanced by having to face a common enemy, the prestige 
of the USSR, the failure of the Conservatives to stop Hitler before 1939, the 
memories of the Depression of the 19305, the readier recognition of the 
need for change. 

To the new ethos should he added a second factor: the Labour Party's 
full-hearted participation in the war cabinet and their acceptance of govern
mental responsibilities had established the 'efficiency' criterion of politics. By 
this I mean that the party had succeeded in effecting the difficult transition 
from being a party of opposition to being a party of government. The 
former gathers support because of its antagonism to the existing system; it 
is a party of protest; it expresses outrage at current injustices. The key 
question, however, is: can it rule? To do so it must convince friends and foes 
that it possesses political competence. To some extent this is a question of 
image, although a credible programme based on policies which exhibit some 
degree of realism may help. It is important that some credibility should be 
established even among those who will not vote for the party. To govern 
effectively it is essential to have the consent of opponents who must assume 
that even undesired and unacceptable policies can be reversed. To be both 
credible and legitimate has always presented difficulties for parties which 
seek radical change, and therefore for parties of the Left. Nearly all of them 
have in fact been able to accede to power only through a period of apprentice-
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ship in coalition with, or supported by, well-established and legitimized 
political forces. The Labour Party had had three previous periods in govern
ment, but only the war coalition qualifies as authentic apprenticeship: the 
1924 and 1929-31 governments had been unsuccessful. What really legitimated 
Labour was the war coalition. 

The war enabled Labour to acquire a further precious asset: a national
patriotic identity, though such excessive attachment to the empire turned 
into a liability. Whatever remained of its pacifism had been successfully 
confined to its fringes. The idea that internationalism meant that all wars 
were fought in the interests of the ruling class was discarded. It is difficult 
to imagine how this form of pacifism could ever have been abandoned in 
Britain without a war as politically 'acceptable' to the Left as the Second 
World War. This remains the most readily available and virtually unchallenged 
instance of the elusive concept of the 'just war'. In other countries, violent 
revolutions and wars of national liberation against foreign invaders or 
occupiers supply the Left with an acceptable array of national memories, 
traditions and myths which can be used to redefine its politics in national
patriotic terms. In Britain's case the traditional left-wing sentiment that 'all 
wars are the bosses' wars' had a basis in the history of an ancient imperial 
country whose history was one of plunder and conquest and of narrowly 
defined 'national' interest. The struggle against Nazi Germany provided a 
real rupture with this strong commitment to pacifism. In spite of occasional 
power politics rhetoric, the war could justifiably be seen as a war waged by 
an extreme and cruel right-wing regime against the British people as a whole, 
not just against its rulers or its empire. The ideological dimension of the war 
had been foreshadowed by its prelude, the Spanish Civil War, which pitted 
Left versus Right and in which the defence of democracy was identified with 
the Left. 

In 1945, the Labour Party thus possessed virtually all the necessary 
attributes for its chrysalid-like metamorphosis into a party of government. It 
was this which enabled it to acquire the necessary support of many who did 
not identify with the working class: those nebulous and indistinct cohorts 
generically lun1ped in the all-embracing and ill-defined category of 'middle 
class', without whose support no one can rule in a democracy. The presumed 
acquisition of new middle-class voters should not disguise the fact that it 
also acquired, for the first time, the support of the majority of the working
class vote. 12 

The Labour Party was thus elected with a mandate for change. What this 
involved was not altogether clear. In broad outline, however, there can be no 
disputing that the Labour Party was expected to introduce a fairer society, 
one, that is, where excessive inequalities would be removed, and in which 
those which persisted (for there was no real support for massive levelling) 
would not deprive anyone of certain basic social rights, such as employment, 
health care and education. The presumption was that the citizenship rights 
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which had been the rallying cry of the liberal-democratic tradition - the 
juridical equality of all - would be supplemented by new socio-economic 
rights. It was also expected that, in order to make these rights generally 
available, determinate economic conditions of growth and prosperity would 
have to be established and that, since the market would not be able to 
achieve this on its own, it would be necessary for the state to intervene in 
the economy. 

In the rest of Europe confessional parties competed fairly successfully 
with the parties of the Left on the terrain of state-induced social change. 
Christian concern for the downtrodden and the poor, and the anti
individualistic and solidaristic basis of both the Protestant and Catholic 
churches, could be harnessed for a politics of social transformation. Indeed, 
thanks to Leo XIII's encyclical Rerum Novarum of 1891 - updated in 1931 
with Pius Xl's Quadragesimo Anno - the Roman Catholic church had rejected 
the individualist ethos of private capital accumulation in favour of social 
solidarity. In Britain, however, there were no confessional parties and little, 
if any, populist basis for conservative forces. Their nearest equivalent, 
Disraeli's 'one-nation' strand of Conservatism, was far too paternalistic and 
old-fashioned a framework for a modern conservative social policy and was, 
consequently, no match for the Labour Party. Furthermore, on the Continent 
anti-clericalism had been one of the most characteristic traits of socialist 
parties and one of the causes of their lack of support among religious people. 
The British Labour Party faced none of these problems: the strength of the 
nonconformist churches in British socialism had prevented the growth of 
anti-clericalism. The Conservatives in Britain had been deprived of one of 
the traditional weapons of the Right on the Continent: the political use of 
religion as an instrument to divide the potential supporters of the Left, and 
the dread that an incoming 'red' government would desecrate all that was 
hallowed. 

The unique conjuncture which had produced a Labour government was 
itself the result of a set of highly singular circumstances. Once elected, the 
Labour government also had at its disposal a distinctive advantage which it 
has probably never fully appreciated. It was able to use, for the implementa
tion of its policies, an uncommonly efficient administrative machine: the 
British civil service. 

On the continent of Europe the administrative system of the various 
states, without whose support and efficiency no radical policies can be 
implemented, had been undermined in various ways. The German system 
was gravely impaired and needed to be reconstructed; like the Austrian and 
the Italian, it had been an accomplice of the previous authoritarian regimes. 
Elswhere, the civil servants had been guilty of over-enthusiastic and ultimately 
dan1aging co-operation with the occupying Axis powers (France, Belgium 
and Holland). The Italian bureaucracy was corrupt and inefficient; that of 
Greece was fundamentally not only anti-socialist, but also anti-democratic. 
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Outside Britain, most socialists had to deal with the fact that virtually the 
entire personnel of the state had been tainted with sympathies with anti
democratic forces. 

In Austria the purge of former Nazis was half-hearted: 524,000 were barred 
from voting and holding office, but by 1949 most of them were back on the 
electoral registers willing and able to vote for the so-called Freedom Party.13 
Only the development of party patronage and many years of 'jobs for the 
boys' under the Proporz system after 1945 gave the socialists an uncommon 
degree of strength in public administration. After each election a 'Coalition 
Committee' composed of delegations from the main parties met to arrange 
a division of government jobs and patronage. 14 

It is not true, as some have claimed,ls that 'The Austrians were almost 
alone in avoiding the politics of vengeance' by allowing those who col
laborated with the previous regime to remain in situ. After an initial brief 
period of vendetta, the general pattern was one of unavoidable forgiveness, 
as had been the case in Italy where the communist leader, Palmiro Togliatti, 
as minister of justice, granted an amnesty in June 1946.16 Similar policies of 
leniency were followed in France, Belgium and Holland. As a result most of 
those who had faithfully served pro-Nazi and pro-fascist political systems 
were left unmolested and indeed were often employed in the services of the 
reconstructed democratic regimes. The ensuing interminable debate on the 
purges, and a naive fixation with the importance of the specific personnel 
managing the apparatuses of the state (as if the Holocaust could have been 
prevented had different bureaucrats been in charge» helped to avoid con
fronting the far more crucial issue of reforming the institutions themselves. 
The absence of reform ensured the continuation of unwieldy bureaucratic 
machine devoid of any sense of public service, whose main function was to 
provide employment. 

The French, of course, had a great tradition of state service stretching 
ba~k to the days of Louis XIV, but it was confined to the higher echelons, 
not to the all-important middle ranks. Consequently, instead of major institu
tional reforms there was the much-heralded revival of the Ecole Nationale 
d'Administration for the training of senior civil servants in 1945. With this, 
the tradition of elitism continued to prevail. 

Britain, and consequently the British Labour Party, enjoyed the advantage 
of a politically reliable and efficient civil service which was not the property 
of anyone political party. It is true that its highest levels \vere colonized by 
the scions of the upper classes who had frequented the same exclusive private 
schools and leading universities. The great reform of the civil service following 
the Northcote-Trevelyan Report of 1854 had eliminated parliamentary patron
age in favour of the meritocratic principle. This ensured that the top levels 
of public administration would remain in the possession of the aristocracy, 
the class which had a virtual monopoly on the educational system that defined 
and classified merit.17 Together with other elites, these administrators 
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constituted an elusive establishment which was prepared to accept that the 
'national interest' - according to its own definition could be adequately 
served, at least for the time being, by the party of the working class. 

This 'national' ethos of the British civil service did not make it any less 
'conservative' than its continental counterparts. Revolutionary radicalism and 
a penchant for insurgency are not among the most characteristic features of 
the senior civil servants of the British crown. But they were efficient, more 
so than those of the whole of Latin or Slavic Europe, and more loyal towards 
those who had passed the democratic test by winning elections than their 
colleagues in any other European country. Furthermore, during the years of 
war they had acquired a novel capacity and taste for planning and managing 
the economy. Outright sabotage of Labour measures was never seriously 
considered by malevolent administrators. Without them it is doubtful whether 
the welfare state would have been erected so swiftly and efficiently.ls Thus, 
during the war it was the senior civil servants of the Ministries of Education 
and Health which set the agenda for the Education Act of 1944 and the 
post~war health-care reforms. 19 

The incoming Labour government had designs and schemes, but no 
detailed legislative programme. This meant that civil servants were in charge 
of what is often of more consequence than devising policies: implementing 
them. Subsequent complaints that 'socialist' legislation was watered down by 
pro-establishment civil servants belong to political mythology and are to be 
ascribed to the unremitting desire of some socialists to find scapegoats for 
the Left's own shortcomings. The resulting legislation was not significantly 
less 'socialist' than what had been originally proposed. 

Because the British state had survived the war intact, the Labour Party 
inherited all its peculiarities: its bizarre and childish customs, its absurd 
invented traditions, its preposterous sense of hierarchy, its ludicrous rituals. 
All Labour leaders, left and right, accepted and reinforced all of these without 
apparent qualms. Republicanisn1 never had the slightest foothold in the 
Labour Party. Labour leaders and supporters had sensed that what makes no 
sense rationally may often be politically perfectly possible, and that con
sequently the monarchy, although an absurd medieval relic, was nevertheless 
compatible not only with capitalist efficiency Gapan), but also with welfare 
socialism (the Scandinavian countries). 

Labour's intentions on assuming office were limited to social reforms. 
There was no question even of minor changes in the political organization 
of the state. Thus, paradoxically, the existence of a complex charade of often 
ridiculous and, at times, mildly amusing establishment conventions helped 
the party of the working class in its quest for legitimacy. By embracing them 
and making them their own, Labour proved that it accepted the political 
system en bloc, including the institutions of the monarchy and even, eventually, 
the House of Lords. In so doing, it demonstrated its credentials as a respect
able party of government, and, therefore, as a loyal opposition. The Labour 



THE SOCIALISTS AFTER 1945 127 

Party could be treated by the establishment as a not too distant relative who 
was acceptable, in spite of its manifestly subversive ideas, because it was 
quite willing to learn how to behave decorously at dinner. 

Lenin, of course, might well have been right when he surmised that in 
order to revolutionize society, it was necessary to revolutionize the state by 
destroying its administrative and political machine. But the Labour Party did 
not want a revolution, only social reforms compatible with the existing state. 
As Morgan has written, any failures by the Labour government between 
t 94 5 and 195 1 cannot be attributed to the institutional framework it inherited20 

- though it could be argued that its real failure was in the preservation of 
such a framework. The absolute power of Parliament, the prerogative of the 
monarchy now in the hands of a prime minister, the lack of a written 
constitution resulting in government having free reins, an electoral system 
which made coalitions unnecessary, all this meant that the Labour Party was 
much freer to do what it wanted than any of its continental counterparts. 
This must go a long way towards explaining why the Labour Party, throughout 
its existence, has paid only lip-service to any notion of drastic institutional 
reform and has, on the contrary, been a strong supporter of the central 
peculiarities of the British political system: the electoral system, the unwritten 
constitution and the virtual unfettered control enjoyed by the cabinet and its 
leader over Parliament as a whole. 

In the institutional field the changes the Labour government brought 
about were infinitesimal: a Parliament Act in 1949 further to limit the right 
of the Lords to delay legislation; and a Representation of the People Act 
which eliminated absurdities like double-voting for university graduates and 
certain categories of businesspeople and landlords. 

In the field of civil liberties no major progress was made. There was no 
separation of church and state (unlike in virtually the whole of Europe) and, 
consequently, the Church of England maintained its privileged position as 
the established church. Quaint relics from the past~ such as the power of the 
Lord Chamberlain, an officer of the Royal Household, to censor theatrical 
performances, were left untouched with predictably philistine consequences. 
However, legal aid was introduced and corporal punishment abolished, though 
only for convicted criminals, not for children in schools. In England and 
Wales a boy could still be beaten for smoking at school, but not in later life 
for raping someone. Hanging was kept on the statute books. 

That the 'establishment' had little to fear was further confirmed by Labour's 
astonishing tiolidity when it catne to educational policy. The Labour govern
ment defended and upheld the 1944 Education Act, whose formal architect 
was the leading Conservative R. A. Butler, and the grammar school system 
as an avenue of improvement for the more academically gifted children of 
the working class. To the others, the overwhelming majority, it had nothing 
to offer. The 1944 Act contained no specific reference to training or voca
tional education, no plans to expand higher education, still narrow by 
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comparison with other countries.21 The Act set 1945 as the target date for 
raising the school-leaving age to fifteen. It took the determination of the 
education minister, Ellen Wilkinson, to convince her reluctant cabinet col
leagues to implement the decision in January 1947.22 This was her greatest 
success. It was also her last, for she died a few weeks later. However, 
Wilkinson was also committed to some form of comprehensive education 
but did not know how to proceed, as her sympathetic biographer admits.23 

Willcinson's Emergency Training Scheme (ETS), which might have provided 
the basis for a thorough and modern training scheme, failed because it was 
understaffed and over-centralized.24 Training was then a Conservative platform 
rather than a Labour one. A considerable expansion in technical and voca
tional training was recommended by the Conservative Party, but not by the 
Labour Party, at their respective 1945 conferences.25 This was a warning 
which should have been heeded. Compared to other countries, British training 
was already seriously backward. 26 

At the time, socialist parties in general had no well-thought-out policies 
on education beyond a general belief that barriers to working-class advance
ment through education should be removed and that comprehensive schooling 
would facilitate this process. For example, in Sweden the School Commission 
produced a report in 1948 favouring a comprehensive school system, but it 
was not until 1962 that the Riksdag introduced comprehensive education for 
all children aged seven to sixteen.27 In Austria the SPO had proposed, without 
much conviction, that the various Mittelschule should be abolished in favour 
of a common education until the age of fifteen, but nothing concrete 
happened. Instead, the party much preferred to fight the old battle over 
religious education with its social Christian rivals and allies. 28 The continental 
radical-republican hostility to clerical influence in schools never spread to 
Britain, where religious schools continued to be funded by taxpayers of all 
denominations and none. In the state schools of Britain the children of 
Christian, Jewish and atheistic parents assembled every lnorning for a formal 
act of (usually Christian) worship. This, in France or the USA, would have 
appeared as a profound breach of democratic values. 

The British Labour government's reluctance to engage in any major 
institutional reform was not, however, a British peculiarity. The Swedish and 
Norwegian socialists solemnly stated in every programme they published 
that they aimed to install a republic, while not taking the slightest step towards 
it in all their years in power. The Left participated in institutional changes 
and constitution-making only in countries where it was necessary to do so 
because the previous regime had been totally discredited, as in Germany and 
Italy. The new constitution of the French Fourth Republic was very similar 
to that of the Third. The main concern of the French socialists had been to 
prevent political instability, rather than to reform the state in a new democratic 
direction. But the reverse happened: all the drafts and proposals which were 
significantly different from those of the defunct and much-reviled Third 
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Republic met strong opposition: Leon Blum's presidential system, Jules Mach's 
functional corporatist upper chamber, and Vincent Auriol's mildly federalist 
proposal of a regional chamber.29 The fact was that, on the whole, con
stitutional reforms were not given a high priority by the socialists (or by the 
communists), in spite of all the drafting work done during the Resistance. 

Austria readopted the constitution it had had prior to 5 March 1933, the 
date on \vhich Parliament had been suspended.30 In Holland there were no 
substantial political changes. In Belgium, socialist republicanism was directed 
against the collaborationist I<..ing Leopold III. Once Leopold abdicated in 
favour of his son Baudouin, the socialists ceased questioning the institution 
of the monarchy? It was as if, throughout Western Europe, the socialist 
and social-democratic Left had accepted the Leninist view of politics with a 
special twist: the bourgeois state could not be reformed, it could only be 
smashed; as the socialists did not wish to smash it, they accepted it in its 
entirety. 

In the defeated states, Italy and West Germany, the central issue was not 
whether to accept the rules of the game, but which rules to institute: 
constitution-making was on the agenda. Yet neither the SPD in Germany 
nor the PSIUP in Italy played the leading role. The fundamental principles 
of the Italian constitution were the result of a compromise between the 
Italian Communist Party and the left wing of the Christian Democratic Party, 
led by Giuseppe Dossetti. The socialists kept a low profile, occasionally 
trying to introduce more radical amendments. For Togliatti an acceptable 
constitution was the top priority, which is why he refrained from activating 
a potentially large mass movement to obtain social reforms. Dossetti thought 
along the same lines, leaving the conduct of day-to-day political affairs to the 
leader of the DC, Alcide De Gasperi. The result was that both Dossetti and 
Togliatti lost the immediate political battle: the PCI was expelled from the 
government in 1947, while Dossetti, a few years later, defeated and dis
appointed, left politics to enter the priesthood. 

The constitution which had resulted from the Togliatti-Dossetti entente 
provided for extensive civil rights, for a strong degree of parliamentary 
sovereignty and a consequently weak executive, and ensured that any future 
radical programme of social reforms and nationalizations \vould not confront 
any notable constitutional impediments. Togliatti favoured a centralist state, 
but accepted the Christian democratic preference for a regional system. He 
also sanctioned the incorporation in the constitution of the 1929 Concordat 
with the church, against the wishes of the socialists and of his own sup
porters. In spite of such communist moderation, it appears that the resulting 
constitution was far too left-wing for the conservative DC governments in 
charge of the country after 1948. It was not fully hnpletuented for many 
years. A constitutional court was not set up until 1956. The scope the 
constitution allowed for reforn1s was not utilized until the 19705. Until then 
the traditional gap between the institutional, legal forn1 of the state, the pays 
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legal, and the policies in fact enforced, the pays reel, increased. However, 
defeated in the short term, Togliatti's party in fact gained the longer-term 
advantage of being able to be, in deed as well as in thought, a 'constitutional' 
communist party. Togliatti had had the foresight, rare in politicians, to accept 
a short-term loss in order to consolidate and fight another day. In the field 
of constitution-making, politics must be conceived in terms of decades. The 
drafter of constitutions must. heed Dante's words and act 

come quei che va di notte, 
che porta il lume dietro e se non giova, 
rna dopo se fa Ie persone dotte. (Purgatory XXII, 67-9) 

(as one who, walking by night/carries a light behind him 
not for his own benefit/but to make wise those who 
come after him.)32 

The Italian constitution came into being as the expression of the unity of the 
anti-fascist forces at the same moment as this unity was being irrevocably 
broken. Drafted by a specially convened Constituent Assembly, elected by 
universal suffrage, the constitution was the work of the Italians themselves. 
There were no outside constraints, and even the onset of the Cold War did 
not interrupt the co-operation between the Left and the Christian democrats, 
which led to a unanimous vote in favour of the final draft. 

Matters proceeded quite differently in Germany. There, the constitution 
was drafted after the beginning of the Cold War and was an expression of 
it. The initiative was taken in 1948 by the three occupying powers of the 
western zone, who asked the eleven Land governn1ents (the only elected 
bodies in Germany) to set up a German parliamentary council, made up of 
representatives from the Land assemblies in proportion to party strength, to 
draft a constitution. The Germans were reluctant to do so for the western 
zone only, fearing that it would perpetuate the division of their country. 
Furthermore, this constitution would have to be approved by the occupying 
powers who could suspend it at any time.33 To underline the ephen1eral 
nature of the new state, it was decided to draft a 'Basic L,aw' (Grundgeseti) 
rather than a constitution (VeifasSltng). The SPD, as the party of Gern1an 
unity, was the least willing to regard the new Basic Law as anything other 
than a purely temporary expedient. It assumed it would win the first elections 
and that after reunification it would be able to draft a new constitution.34 

Because of this it underestimated the importance of the constitutional battle 
and did not fight seriously for the inclusion of social rights such as the right 
to work and to welfare. The assumption of impending electoral victory also 
led the SPD to oppose the Christian democrats' demand for considerable 
decentralization. This, inevitably, would give the Land governments substantial 
powers over education. To the Qargely Protestant) social democrats this meant 
giving Catholic clericalism control over the schools in Bavaria and most of 
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the Rhineland. The regionalists were in turn supported by the Americans 
and the French; the Americans because they thought federalism was best, 
the French because they thought that non-centralist states were weak states, 
and they wanted Germany to be weak. The SPD often joined forces with the 
centralist and pro-capitalist liberal Freie Demokratische Partei (the Free 
Democratic Party or FOP), to the extent of not insisting on the inclusion of 
a precise definition of social rights in order to neutralize the regionalists.35 In 
the end both the SPD and the CDU voted in favour of the final draft, the 
communists and the Liberals voted against and so did most of the cnu's 
Bavarian ally, the Christlich-Soziale Union (CSU or Christian Social Union), 
which wanted a much more decentralized state.36 The resulting system gave 
considerable powers to the chancellor (prime minister), a ceremonial role to 
the president, and a considerable advantage to the government of the day 
thanks to the constitutional device of the 'constructive vote of no-confidence~, 
a provision that obliged the opposition to present its own alternative govern
ment whenever it called for a no-confidence vote. 

Further examination of the attitude of the parties of the Left in Western 
Europe to constitutional questions confirms that virtually all of them were 
united in their unashamed centralism. They were all against federalism, 
regionalism, devolution of power. But they were all also 'patliamentarist': 
they were not in favour of presidential systems (with the exception of Leon 
Blum), nor were they in favour of a strong constitutional court or a second 
chamber which would weaken the powers of the main chamber. This is not 
surprising: the Jacobin tradition of the centralist state had been incorporated 
lock, stock and barrel to the continental socialist tradition. Socialists assumed 
that a move away from capitalism would require a firm use of the state 
machine: there was no point in limiting its powers. Constitutional courts 
gave power to senior judges and the Left quite understandably did not 
trust judges; upper chambers were a relic of the old regimes and a bastion 
of their privileges: they were either useless replicas of the main chamber or 
dangerous rivals. The allergy of the British Labour Party to any con
stitutionalism originated in the same fear: any obstacle to parliamentary 
sovereignty would be used by its opponents to block reforms and socialism. 

There is little doubt that a centralized state was considered ever)T\Vhere to 
be a useful instrunlent for the introduction of welfare socialism. The idea 
that the desired reforms would have to be introduced froln above could co
exist perfectly well with the den10cratic rule which prescribed a prior electoral 
sanction. On the day of the elections the people would speak; thereafter 
politicians should impletnent their progralTIlne by using the state machine. 
Thus a dirigiste and etatique mentality (note the appropriately French origins 
of these words) suited social refonners, such as the Fabians in Britain, ex
ceptionally well. The temptation of social engineering was seldom resisted, 
especially in countries where there was little upheaval, considerable continuity 
and where socialists could realistically aspire to government. 
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Among northern social democrats (including the British) social reformism 
and social engineering went hand in hand. For instance, in the 1930S the 
Swedish reformers Gunnar and Alva Myrdal were convinced that over
crowding in Gothenburg was not only the result of poverty but also of 
overspending and irrational consumer habits. Consequently, they preferred to 
provide benefits 'in kind' rather than in cash. Better to decide from the top 
what the workers should get, than allowing them to spend public cash (they 
might drink it away). The Myrdals also endorsed sterilization of the insane 
and prescribed in detail the correct clothes and equipment for the newly 
born.37 This mentality found its way into the 1944 programme of the Swedish 
social democrats, Out of concern for the heavy work performed by women 
in the home, the programme promised not only the construction of dwellings 
provided with drains, running water, central heating, bathrooms, laundries 
and play centres for children, but also that after 'exhaustive studies into 
types of domestic utensils and articles of furniture', the state would make 
available to the public 'quality~guaranteed, practical domestic utensils, furniture 
and textiles'.38 Further on, the document stated that 'In carrying out this 
programme the advice of experienced housewives should be sought.'39 Those 
shocked rather than amused by the prospect of the state suggesting how 
someone's kitchen should be organized, should reflect that the idea of the 
kitchen as a domestic laboratory had been a frequent theme, at least since 
the 1920S, in Sweden, though the 'modern' or 'rational' kitchen became 
common only in the 19 50S.40 In Britain, during the collectivist war years, 
official propaganda had endlessly offered advice on what to eat, how to 
make clothes and decorate the home. In any case, socialists were not the 
only ones to proffer 'expert' advice on domestic consumption and organ
ization; that had been (and still is) the staple diet of most women's magazines 
and radio programmes for many years. One should also recognize that at 
least the Swedish social democrats, unlike their comrades elsewhere, were 
trying to deal with the difficulties facing women worldng in the home. 

The social engineering ethos of Swedish social democracy may have been 
particularly pronounced, but all the former members of the Second Inter
national had acquired an etatique dimension by the late 19408 by which time 
their identification with their own nation-state was complete. The development 
of mass democratic politics had led these parties to formulate appeals which 
included the whole people and \vere no longer directed towards the 'working 
class' as a separate group. The concept of 'working class' itself was dramatic
ally enlarged. It now included all 'working people' and thus also many 
members of the employed middle classes, without whose support electoral 
victory would be problematic. In the light of these advances it was impossible 
to disregard the powerful appeal of nationalism as a concept which could 
integrate the whole population. Of course, most Left parties had made their 
peace with nationalism well before 1945, but the aftermath of the Second 
World War sanctioned it. The Italian socialist and communist parties used 
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the image of Giuseppe Garibaldi to adorn their banners when they jointly 
fought the 1948 election, rather than the hammer and sickle which they both 
used as their party symbols. The French communists had made use of all the 
national images of French patriotic history, including Joan of Are, since the 
19305. In Germany the main upholders of German reunification were the 
social democrats. In Sweden, the SAP leader, Per Albin Hansson had used 
the national flag at rallies ever since the 1930s, and, in a speech on Swedish 
Flag Day 1934, he praised the enduring natural beauties of the motherland, 
while exalting the establishment of the objectives of full employment and 
social security as patriotic achievements.41 Conservatives were no longer going 
to be allowed to be the sole defenders of nationalism. In embracing national
ism, the 'people' not 'the working class' inevitably would become the subject 
of History. Was socialism in any way redefined as a result of this? 

In France Bluln was among those who believed that official socialist 
doctrine had to be modified because too wide a gap had opened up between 
the socialist principles of class struggle, propounded by the party, and its 
frankly reformist practice. This early revisionist attempt failed tniserably. The 
SFIO Congress of 1946 rejected all efforts to modify its commitment to the 
'cl~ss struggle' into one for 'class actions', as Blum had advocated. A new 
leader, Guy Mollet, was elected. It was the victory of the 'hard' tradition of 
French socialism, that of Jules Guesde over the moderate Jaures. Mollet 
appeared not to want any ideological compromise with the middle classes, 
wished to 'return' to Marxism (though Blum claimed to be merely re
interpreting Marx, not abandoning him), and to centralize further the SFIO. 
More realistically than Blum, Mollet, in 1946, was convinced that there was 
nowhere for the SFIO to go except towards an alliance with the PCF.42 The 
truth was that the SFIO had been losing ground to the communists and was 
now the junior party of the French Left. It attempted to recover the radical 
working-class vote lost in the 1930S by refusing to tone down its anti
clericalism and, by doing so, it lost hopes of regaining the Catholic working 
class from the MRP. Having purged its ranks of many former Resistance 
fighters, the SFIO fell back on the traditional support of local notables.43 

Unlike the PSIUP leader, Pietro N enni, who believed an alliance with the 
communists was the only way forward, Mollet sought to compete with the 
PCF by by-passing it from the left. His journal, La pensle socia/iSle, attacked 
Blum's revisionisln, accused the communists of having sold out to the 
bourgeoisie, fought against any weakening of Marxist doctrine, celebrated 
Lenin and the October Revolution, and urged the smashing of the capitalist 
state. 44 This position coincided with that of sotne of the Trotskyist groups 
which had entered the party. It had little practical result, apart from enabling 
Mollet to oust Blum and his supporter Daniel Mayer from the leadership of 
the party. 

Neither Blum nor Mollet ackowledged explicitly that what really worried 
thetn was not principles but the power of the PCf,45 The real question was 
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how to defeat the communists, not how to redefine socialism. It turned out 
that the Cold War intervened to enable them to unite on a staunchly anti
communist platform. Mollet discarded his radicalism with the nonchalance 
of the consummate politician and moved towards the centre, espousing all 
the values of Cold War anti-communism. He eventually supported the war 
in Algeria and the Gaullist takeover in 1958. As if exhausted by this ideological 
somersault, the SFIO ceased to think and produced not a single original 
idea, except perhaps an attempt at a socialist justification for European 
integration, until its unlamented death in 1969, prior to its rebirth as the 
Parti Socialiste. 

In a less extreme form, all other left-wing parties in Western Europe were 
faced by the increasing contrast between their socialist rhetoric and their 
moderate practice, often made more evident by their growing responsibilities 
in government. None did anything about it explicitly. It was as if the more 
reformist their pratice became, the more necessary it was to remain anchored 
to some of the symbols of the past. One could really be a moderate as long 
as the followers of the party could be reassured that moderation was only 
for the present; the future would eventually bring the full application of the 
maximum programme. To have dropped the insignia at this stage would have 
signified a capitulation to the class enemy, eliminating from the horizon even 
the dream of a socialist future. For all continental socialists the signs of their 
commitment to the class struggle and the Marxist view of history were the 
proof of their deep-seated anti-capitalism. This was so even in the Nordic 
countries where Marxism had never been intellectually prominent.46 

The economic programme of the SPD in 1946 spoke the traditional 
language of Marxists only in the general historical analysis section (as in the 
Erfurt Programme). The sections which dealt with immediate economic tasks 
already had strong I<eynesian tones. The more thorough revision of traditional 
social-democratic theory which occurred at the 1959 Congress at Bad Godes
berg had its origin in a passage in 1946 when the party announced that it did 
not consider 'a socialist planned economy as a goal in itself. This is why it 
demands that State activities be limited to what is necessary.,47 

In Austria the Austro-Marxist tradition of Otto Bauer (see chapter 2) 
could not survive the war. The organization of the Austrian Revolutionary 
Socialist Party (Revolutionare Sozialis ten) of the pre-1945 period had been 
destroyed by the Gestapo.48 Those surviving this struggle had joined forces 
with the pre-war socialists to form the Sozialistische Partei Osterreichs from 
the merger of the pre-war Sozialdemokratische Partei and the Revolutionare 
Sozialisten, under a leadership determined to end all ideological disputes.49 

I<arl Renner, a contemporary of Otto Bauer, leader of the reformist wing of 
the SPO and now its foremost intellectual, became the first president of the 
new Austrian Republic.50 Bauer's theory that there could be two distinct 
roads to socialism, one insurrectionary and one reformist, was abandoned. 
The democratic way of gradual evolution - the reformist path - had become 
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the only way. 51 Bauer had believed that socialists should join a coalition with 
'bourgeois' parties only in exceptional circumstances, but now the new party 
chairman, Dr Adolf Scharf, propounded the necessity of permanent coalition 
with the successor of the old Christlich-soziale Partei, the Osterreichs Volks
partei.52 

In Italy the PSIUP had remained Marxist, declaring in 1946 that the party 
was 'a class party inspired by the economic and social principles of Marxism 
whose final aim is the downfall of capitalism'. 53 This entailed the continuation 
of the wartime alliance with the Communist Party and a neutralist foreign 
policy which) in the specific conjuncture of the post-war period, was object
ively pro-Soviet. By 1947, this dual policy had become untenable in most of 
Western Europe. In Italy the situation was different: the Italian communists 
were strong and popular, and the socialists were afraid that they would be 
annihilated if they moved to the right. At the 1946 Congress of the PSIUP 
only 10 per cent voted for Giuseppe Saragat's 'social-democratic' faction, 
while the majority rallied round two motions, to any outsider indistinguishable 
from each other,54 which reaffirmed their commitment to unity of action 
with the PCI. A year later, Saragat's faction, against the advice of the SFIO 
and the British Labour Party, decided to form what eventually came to be 
known as the Partito Social Democratico Italiano (PSDI), while the PSIUP 
changed its name to Partito Socialista Italiano (PSI). The split was favoured 
and financially subsidized by the USA in what has remained a classic case of 
interference in Italian domestic affairs.55 Nevertheless, it was the PSDI which 
was recognized by all other social-democratic parties and admitted, after the 
expulsion of the PSI, into COMISCO (Comite de Defense Socialiste Inter
nationale) which, created in 1946, would become in 19 P the new Socialist 
In terna tional. 

Once again, as after 1917, social democracy clearly defined itself as 'non
communism', thus establishing the main point of demarcation to its left. To 
define itself in more positive terms, it had to produce a strategic framework 
to cope with three broad central issues: social reforms, capitalism and the 
international state system. 

The traditional communist response to the above was that radical reforms 
under the private ownership of the means of production were impossible 
and that a stable international peace could occur only when capitalism had 
been eliminated globally. This communist politics, defeated in the West by 
1948, prevailed in Eastern Europe for over forty years before falling in 
1989-91, quite suddenly, like the House of Usher. 

Social democrats and democratic socialists (as some preferred to call 
themselves), far less monolithically organized than their communist counter
parts, faced these three central issues in many different ways. In the first few 
crucial years after the end of the Great European Civil War of 1914-45 (as 
it will probably be seen by later generations), they advanced and established 
a strategy of 11lelfare socialism. This would be articulated within a reformed 
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capitalist structure regulated by the state, often through a large and powerful 
public sector and a planning mechanism. Internationally, there was no co
hesion at all among socialists and social democrats. Some wanted to be part 
and parcel of a powerful, internationally integrated, anti-Soviet military and 
ideological system. Others assumed that a non-aligned policy would prevent 
the emergence of serious international conflicts. It is to these three related 
dimensions of politics that we now turn. 



CHAPTER SIX 

Building Social Capitalism 1945-50 

The Welfare State 

THE IDEA OF the welfare state is irrevocably bound up with the post~war 
British Labour government, though the ideas and the practice of welfare did 
not originate in Britain or in the European socialist movement. The most 
important path-breakers were the Germans, who introduced a health insurance 
scheme in I 883 and a general pension scheme for old age and invalidity in 
1889. The French instituted similar pension plans in 1910. In 1911 the British 
Li~eral government initiated a national insurance systetn, old-age pensions 
on a non-contributory basis (unlike the German), and health and compulsory 
unemployn1ent insurance systems (which the Germans did not introduce 
until the Weimar Republic). The Swedes) in 1913, introduced the first com
pulsory and universal pension system in the world, though there was still 
widespread means-testing, and pensions were low until the Pension Reform 
of 1946.1 Table 6.1 illustrates the diffusion of welfare schemes in Europe. 

Although most of the early schemes were insurance-based (more so in 
Germany and less so in Great Britain), it was at least the intention of radicals 

Table 6.1 Introduction of social welfare schemes in Western Europe 

Occupational Health Pensions Unemployment 
injuries 

Austria 1887 1888 192 7 1920 

Belgium 1971 1944 192 4 1944 
Denmark 19 16 1933 1922 none 
Finland 1895 1963 1937 none 
France 1946 1930 19 10 1967 
Germany 1884 1883 1889 19 27 
Holland 1901 192 9 19 13 1949 
Italy 1898 19 28 19 19 19 19 
Norway 1894 190 9 193 6 193 8 
Sweden 19 16 1953 19 13 none 
UK 1946 191 r 19 2 5 19 11 

Source: Peter Flora et al., State, Econotlty and Sotiery in U;lfstertt Europe) 13IJ-197J- A Data f-Iand
book, Campus Verlag, '.Macmillan Press and St James Press, Frankfurt, London and Chicago 
1983, p. 454· 
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like Lloyd George that there should develop, eventually, a 'social service 
state', that is, a state which would acknowledge full responsibility in matters 
of sickness and unemployment.2 

Why were these first welfare systems built? Was it because the conservative 
and liberal forces which erected them intended to prevent the growth of 
socialist parties? The idea that the 'respectable' (i.e. skilled and relatively 
prosperous) working class could be bought off by refornls had considerable 
appeal for the more intelligent representatives of large middle-class parties. 
There have been numerous statistically based attempts to establish a cor
relation between the developn1ent of the welfare state and the political 
mobilization of the working class, in the hope of demonstrating that without 
the initiative of a strong labour movement or the threat of labour conflicts 
there would have been no welfare state. 3 Others have tried to demonstrate 
that, on the contrary, the distribution of political power is far from being the 
main variable influencing the spread of welfare. Harold L. Wilensky's research 
led him to maintain that: 'During the entire period since World War I or the 
shorter period after World War II, cumulative left power has had no effect 
on welfare effort or output.'4 According to this view, politics does not really 
matter: it is the level of economic prosperity and the general culture of a 
country which determines the development of welfare provisions.5 Esping
Andersen accepts that the demographic structure is the most powerful 
explanation of cross-national variations in social spending, but points out that 
the crucial issue is not the actual amount of money spent, but how it is spent.6 

The welfare state can also be seen as a response to the needs of advanced 
capitalism and particularly to the fact that the private sector, on its own, is 
unable to ensure the reproduction of all the conditions of production, 
including the following: an ideologically non-hostile labour force able and 
willing to work without having to provide for its own health care and future 
pension needs out of wages; an efficient transport and educational infra
structure; and the provision of essential supplies, such as gas and electricity, 
at reasonably low costs.7 Thus the welfare state, while it improves the standard 
of life of the workforce, simultaneously stabilizes the capitalist system from 
an economic, social and political point of view. Herein lies the inescapable 
dilemma which has faced the socialist movement ever since its origins: does 
the success obtained in forcing capitalism to reform itself and improve the 
conditions of the population also stabilize and legitimize capitalism itself? 
Do short~term achievements undermine the grounds for the eventual over
throw of the system? 

In reality, practical socialists never seriously agonized over such dilemmas. 
They produced welfare schemes because this is what they and their followers 
wanted. The authorities could not avoid responding. These activities and the 
effects they produced cannot be separated from the fact that the European 
twentieth-century state is irreversibly interventionist. In a situation in which 
the state is seen to be responsible for welfare in its widest meaning, and in 
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which democracy is either a reality or a real possibility, it would be surprising 
if the governing elites did not devise policies aimed at establishing norms 
and standards of living which could not be spontaneously arrived at by other 
nleans such as market relations, familial bonds and charitable efforts. 

It is certain that a British Conservative government would have introduced 
some welfare measures between 1945 and 1950. The British Conservatives 
had committed themselves to social reforms ever since the Second World 
War, when, stung by the success of the Beveridge Report and convinced by 
a run of by-election defeats, Churchill told the nation (21 March 1943) that, 
after the war, unemployment would be abolished, state ownership should be 
ex~ended, compulsory national insurance introduced 'for all purposes from 
the cradle to the grave', and that 'there was no hner investment ... than 
putting milk into babies'.8 This is not to say that Churchill and the Con~ 
servatives had become supporters of the welfare state. They had not. They 
had understood that the mood of the country was shifting, and moved 
tentatively and without zeal towards the creation of a 'New Jerusalem'. The 
Beveridge Report caused enthusiasm in Labour's ranks, concern in those of 
the Tories who could not avoid jumping on the bandwagon, hoping it would 
not proceed too speedily.9 At their 1945 Conference the Conservatives carried 
a resolution in favour of 'a vigorous policy of full employment' and a 
comprehensive national health service 'available to all', though Tory back
benchers systeolatically opposed Bevan's specific plans whenever they could. 
In 1948 the Conservative Conference 'expressed its satisfaction that the 
present government (Labour) has adopted the proposals made by the Coali
tion Government under Mr. Churchill for fuller social security'.l0 Standing 
up boldly against the welfare state after the war would have taken some guts 
and/or a strong urge to court unpopularity. The Conservative Party was too 
wise to have either. In analogous manner, its brethren in other countries 
(re)discovered their social conscience. In Norway, for example, the non
socialist parties voted in the Storting (parliament) in favour of all welfare 
legislation, including the law on family allowances of 1946. 11 They could not 
have done otherwise: during the war they had accepted the basic proposals 
of the Norwegian Labour Party the welfare state, full en1ployment and a 
planned industrial expansion. 12 In Sweden, in the 19408, the conser~ativcs 
backed all major welfare reforms and were, arguably, keener on universal 
pension rights than either the social democrats or the liberals. 13 

Nevertheless, it is significant that everywhere in Europe it was the parties 
of the Left which were seen as best suited to carry out social reforms, to 
fight for them against vested interests, to make them a political priority, and 
to resist the inevitable compronli8es longer and more determinedly than 
others. In Britain, the electorate had little doubt that the Labour Party was 
the party of welfare reform and voted accordingly. People wanted better 
health care and job security, though they ren1ained hostile to the prospect of 
increased state direction of their private life. There is no evidence that the 
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demand for social reform was based on an ideological commitment to 
collectivisrn. 14 

The spirit of the time was on the side of social reformism. Only this can 
explain the Conservative Party's manifesto. This was called Mr Churchill's 
Declaration of Poliry to the Electors, in an effort to avoid any reference to the 
party of the great war leader. Mr Churchilrs declaration contained modified 
support for the same reform ideas as the Labour Party was advocating: a 
high and stable level of employment; a compulsory national insurance scheme; 
a comprehensive health service; and a massive housing programme. 1S It was 
the most left.wing Conservative manifesto ever. 

This reflected the amazing unpopularity of capitalism everywhere in Europe 
immediately after the war. These years constituted the nadir of capitalist 
ideology. Everyone was in favour of state intervention and structural reforms; 
no one wanted to return to the bad old days of the 19305. Everyone sought 
to appropriate left-wing credentials. Thus, the Italian Christian democrat leader 
Alcide De Gasperi, in a speech on 23 July 1944, claimed that I(arl Marx and 
Jesus Christ, 'a Jew like Marx', shared the same message of equality and 
universal brotherhood, ,'the true image of redemption'.16 He was following in 
the footsteps of left-leaning French Catholic intellectuals who, in the period 
of the Popular Front, had tried to put a religious gloss on Marxism by using 
Marx's early works. 17 

The Ahlen Programme of the German Christian democrats (1947) de
clared that 'The new structure of the German economy must start from the 
realisation that the period of uncurtailed rule by private capitalism is over'; 
and even as late as 1949, its Dusseldorf Progran1me stated boldly in the 
opening paragraph that 'the capitalist economic system has not done justice 
to the vital interests of the German people'.18 

In France, the newly constituted Catholic Mouvement Republicain Popu
laire (MRP) in its first manifesto (24 November 1944) declared itself in 
favour of 'a revolution' to create an economy directed by a state 'liberated 
from the power of those who possess wealth'; it committed itself to structural 
reforms and to economic planning to establish a real social and political 
democracy. 19 

The supporters of free-market capitalism, usually congregated under the 
banner of liberal parties, were everywhere severely penalized by the electorate. 
Between 1945 and 1950, not a single pro-capitalist liberal party succeeded in 
becoming the main party of government anywhere in Europe. Yet though 
capitalism was defeated, socialism did not triumph on the battlefield of ideas. 
The economic theory which would guide the construction of the West 
European welfare states was the achievement of a liberal, John Maynard 
!(eynes; while the document which constituted the nearest approximation to 
a blueprint for the post-war welfare state - the Beveridge Report - was 
written by another liberal (who campaigned for the British Liberal Party in 
1945)' Socialist theorists contributed very little to an understanding of how 
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to institute sodal reforms under capitalism, or of how to run the system. 
Much has been made of this apparent incongruity. Some, defensively, have 
correctly argued that there were other influences and that many of the 
proposals contained in the two Beveridge reports, Social Insurance and Allied 
Services (1942.) and Full Emplqyment in a Free Socie!y (1944), had been discussed 
before the war, in the 192.05 and 19305.20 The fact of the matter, however, 
is that the political affiliations of Beveridge and Keynes are important only 
to their biographers. The 800,000 people who bought the 1942 Beveridge 
Report, thereby making it an unusual bestseller, were concerned with the 
author's proposals, not his ideological ancestry. In the dunghills of politics, 
as opposed to the groves of academia, what is decisive in the final instance 
is not the writing of policies or even their commissioning. The quintessence 
of the game is to seize the appropriate policies and struggle for their 
implementation. Here there is no contest: Labour fought for Beveridge with 
minimum reservation and maximum credibility. The historical precedents for 
such poaching of ideas are as abundant as they are illustrious: Bismarck stole 
the nationalist programme of the German Liberals, Disraeli the extension of 
the suffrage from Gladstone, Lenin the agrarian programme of the populists. 
It is not such a bad enterprise to use other people's ideas, especially if you 
have no good ones of your own. 

The electors who wanted a welfare state were right to vote Labour. As 
John Ramsden pointed out, the Tories lost, not because their policies were 
different from Labour's, but because the electorate believed more strongly in 
Labour's intention to implement them. 21 The Conservatives would probably 
have built a welfare state, but it would have been based on an extension of 
the widely criticized pre-war social services and public assistance. They would 
not have accepted the principle of a citizen's universal right of access to 
services of an equal standard regardless of income. 

The principle of universality, crowned in Britain by the National Insurance 
Act of 1946 and the introduction of the National Health Service in 1948, 
was the radically distinguishing feature of the British and Scandinavian welfare 
state. By following Esping-Andersen's path-breaking classification, we can 
distinguish three types of welfare states: the bourgeois-liberal (prevailing in 
the USA) with its means-test, modest universal transfers and benefits being 
directed essentially to those on low incomes; the 'corporatise (prevailing in 
Germany and Austria), which steps in only when the family's capacity to 
service its members is seriously impaired; and finally the social-democratic 
welfare state, which promotes 'equality of the highest standards, not an 
equality of minimal needs as pursued elsewhere'. These standards were to be 
commensurate with the discriminating tastes of the new middle classes.22 

For a few years after the war this social-democratic welfare state prevailed 
mainly in Britain. It was the most advanced welfare state in the world. What 
would later become the showcase of social-democratic welfarism, Sweden, 
still in the first stages of the construction of the r"olkhcmlJlet (People's Home), 
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had not yet reached British levels, though some of its post-war achievements 
were impressive: the National Pension Act of 1946 extended the 1939 universal 
coverage principle to an even greater degree than in Britain by completely 
severing the connection between financial responsibility and benefit eligibility. 23 

However, the jolkpension was not index-linked until 1950 and the housing 
supplement benefit, which raised Swedish pensions considerably, was means
tested and not available to a majority of pensioners even after the system had 
been in operation three years.24 The great change in Swedish pension provision 
occurred only in 1959, with the much fought-over introduction of the 
supplementary pension system (ATP), a compulsory, earnings-related addition 
to the basic national pension which extended to blue-collar workers the 
pension protection enjoyed by clerical workers.25 A compulsory national health 
jnsurance was enacted in 1947, but was implemented only in 195 5 because 
of inflation, political disputes and the opposition of the Swedish medical 
profession. Dental insurance was not introduced until 1974. Other Swedish 
reforms date from the 1950S and 1960s.26 

The Det Norske Arbeiderparti (Norwegian Labour Party - DNA), which, 
like its British counterpart, had an absolute parliamentary majority, lagged far 
behind the Swedes in introducing the universal coverage principle in pensions. 
This was adopted only in 1957, a year after the Danes.27 However, the DNA 
pioneered a system of universal and equal child allowance in 1946, which the 
Danes and Swedes soon followed. This had originally been advocated in 
1934 by the Swedish reformers Gunnar and Alva M yrdal to counter declining 
fertility.28 

The ,Swedish social democrats shared with virtually all the other parties of 
the Left (and also with some liberal and conservative parties) the belief that 
there would be a post-war depression. This pessimistic and erroneous 
assessment was based on the assumption that the economic instability and 
stagnation of the inter-war years would recur unless something was done. 
Accordingly, the main objective of the Swedish social democrats was full 
employment - by then an aim of all the Swedish 'bourgeois' parties - while 
welfare reforms would be used to achieve a fairer distribution of income and 
a relative equality in living standards.29 These demands were incorporated in 
the 1944 document, The Post-uJar Programme oj the SUJedish Labour Movement. 

The British welfare system was certainly one of the chief influences on 
the development of the French system of securite sociate, though not the only 
one. There was in France a pronounced concern with the low birth rate, as 
there had been in Sweden in the 19305. Traditionally, that had been an 
apprehension of the patriotic Right, who were worried that there were never 
enough Frenchmen to stand up against the German hordes. This concern 
could be used, and was used, to suggest that a social security system, 
particularly one based on family allowances, might encourage the French to 
have more children. The result of this was that while British welfare policies 
reflected a 'male breadwinner' logic, those of France expressed a 'parental' 
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logic. Family policies remained more popular in France, even though the 
Left failed to achieve power for so long. In Britain family allowances ren1ained 
a 'subordinate and contested part of a welfare system organized largely around 
th~ wage'.30 

It must also be said that, in France, social security legislation was not 
among the chief preoccupations of the parties of the Left. They much 
preferred to fight for nationalization, against /es trusts, for the restoration of 
trade union rights after the Vichy interlude, and for an increase in wages.31 

The initiative for refatn1 came from the minister of labour, Alexandre Parodi, 
and his directeJlr general de la seel/rite socia/e, Pierre Laroque. The Parodi social 
security plan was submitted to the Consultative Assembly in July 1945 and 
was welcomed by the SFIO, which dropped its own very similar plan. The 
communists, who had at first been suspicious, as they always were of reforms 
within capitalism, became enthusiastic supporters once their own man, 
Ambroise Croizat, became minister of labour (October 1945). The Catholics 
of the MRP raised objections because the plan was too' centralist and would 
weaken the existing religious-based social security and mutual aid societies. 
The Parodi plan, now the Croizat Law, had as its ultimate objective a 
universalist social security system which would cover the entire population 
after the Beveridge model. Initially, it would cover payments for sickness~ 
maternity, temporary disability and family allowances, but not unemployolent 
benefits; and at first, only wage-earners (and their families) would be covered~ 
not the self-employed. 

The initial enthusiasm soon evaporated. By 1947 reformism was a spent 
force in France. The communists were out of power, while the socialists had 
run out of ideas and strength. The social security systeol did not proceed to 
its planned development. The Croizat Law had established that everyone 
would eventually be covered, but this goal was not finally achieved until 
1967.32 As in Britain, the impetus for social reform had not originated within 
the Left but, once the plans were on the table, the Left fought for them. In 
France, however, though supportive of social reforms, the Left had preferred 
to throw its weight behind wage increases, thus favouring the ephemeral 
over the enduring. Between October 1944 and April 1948, hourly wages 
trebled but prices increased fivefold: the purchasing power of salaried workers 
dropped by 30 per cent. 33 

Unemployment benefits were not provided in France because no one 
fought for them. Here Shennan is probably right when he suggests that the 
reason was historico-cultural: during the 19308 the French, unlike the British, 
did not have mass unemployment. The memories of those years were of 
political weakness and economic backwardness. Furthermore, as Pierre 
Laroque himself wrote in 1971, the general assumption in the aftermath of 
the war was that the low level of unemploynlent was likely to persist in the 
future. 34 

In countries where the Left could aspire to power only as part of a 
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coalition government, the welfare state immediately revealed a feature which 
was disguised in countries such as Britain and Sweden, where the Left had 
a working majority. This was that welfare reforms in fact represented a 
compromise by which the parties of the Left and the trade unions would 
renounce the more radical aim of intervening directly in the restructuring of 
the private sector. This compromise was explicit in Holland, where during 
and after the Second World War a broad coalition was established on the 
basis of policies in favour of full employment, economic growth and the 
welfare state. 

A similar compromise was achieved in Austria by a coalition of socialists 
(SPG) and Christian democrats (GVP). The OVP wanted to build on the 
existing corporatist framework of the Austrian welfare state, whose origins 
can be traced to the 18 80S and the government of Eduard von Taaffe. The 
inter-war years had brought about a plethora of social insurance programmes 
organized according to occupational status, such as private salaried workers, 
public sector employees) industrial workers, and workers in agriculture and 
industry. The OVP - not unlike the MRP in France wanted to maintain 
and even expand this system, increasing the number of social insurance bodies 
from fifty-eight to eighty-three, while the SPO wanted to abolish them in 
favour of a single scheme which would provide equality between the rights 
of industrial and white-collar workers. Beyond this dispute lay the principle 
of universality which required, for its application, the establishment of equal 
rights irrespective of occupation. The resulting compromise simply halved 
the number of separate pension and accident insurance schemes. Thus, even 
though the Workers Vacation Act of 1947 equalized the length of holidays 
paid to manual and salaried workers, Austria did not adopt the egalitarian 
welfare concept based on need.35 

In Finland the 1946 coalition of communists (SKDL), agrarians and social 
democrats maintained full employment without reducing purchasing power, 
introduced family allowances, and 'probably did more for the workers and 
the underprivileged in Finland than any other Finnish government'. But the 
communists' coalition partners blocked a purge of the civil service, nation aiR 
ization and a radical land reform.36 The communists had been outmanoeuvred. 

No major breakthrough towards the development of the welfare state 
occurred in Italy, even though both socialists and communists shared power 
with Christian democracy (DC) until 1947. Neither of the two left-wing parties 
adopted a welfare strategy or demanded major social reforms. Of course, the 
DC might have initiated such policy even without being pressurized by the 
Left; after all, its own ideology was open to the idea of a compassionate state 
and to the concept of welfare, albeit of a paternalistic kind. Indeed, the 
Catholics had been in the forefront of debates on how to reform the health 
and pension systems, and in 1947 the DC had supported the inclusion in the 
constitution of Article ,8 which stated that 'workers have a right to insurance 
provisions necessary to meet their needs in case of accident, sickness, disability, 
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old age and involuntary unemployment'. Accordingly, the Ministry of Labour 
appointed Ludovico D'Aragona (a social democrat) to head a commission 
with the task of finding out how to implement Article 38. Any desire to do 
so, however, was abandoned after the victory of the anti-communist and anti
socialist DC-led coalition in April 1948.37 All that occurred was an im
provement of the provisions established by the fascist regime in the 1930S.38 
Instead of a 'welfare state', the Christian democrats preferred to continue the 
fascist system based on quasi-governmental public institutions, the so-called 
enti such as INPS for social security, INAM for health and INAIL for accidents 
at .work.39 These enti were also centres of political power and patronage. The 
DC used them to build up its own dominance as a party.40 One of the 
functions of the welfare state was to widen the consensus and the legitimacy 
of the modern state, but in Italy this function became associated with the 
preservation of the hegemony of a party, the DC, which, after 1945) was in 
government without interruption until 199 3 ~ longer than any other European 
party. 

By 1948, the DC had thrown in its lot with a 'capitalist' reconstruction of 
the Italian economy. By this I mean the acceptance that the future of Italy 
was intrinsically bound up with the future of the Western economy, that its 
growth would have to be oriented towards international trade, and that Italy'S 
main advantage over its international competitors would be cheap labour. 
Belt-tightening was necessary, declared Alberto Pirelli, one of the wealthiest 
n1en in Italy, thus approving the popular slogan of 1949, piir macchine e menD 
maccheroni (more machines and less pasta).41 But a badly paid workforce could 
not provide the fiscal basis for a developed welfare state, and thus Italy, for 
the sake of its international con1petitiveness, had to dispense with major 
welfare reforms. Employment would eventually eliminate poverty. In the 
meantime, those who could not find work could leave the country and find 
it elsewhere. The Left was not able to offer any economic alternative to this 
strategy, other than protests against the unfairness of it all. The DC was not 
self-evidently pro-capitalist, being a heterogenous coalition united by a com
mitment to Christianity. The DC's rejection of social reformism was) rather, 
the outcome of a battle in which the anti-capitalist forces lost. The losers 
were not only the socialists and the communists but also the left-wing forces 
within the DC,42 Until 1947 the strategy of the Left, especially that of the 
Communist Party, was to give priority to the preservation of the government 
of national unity. It was thought that only an alliance between the DC and 
the Left would make possible an eventual policy of social reform. But in 
1947 a government including two :Nlarxist parties, the PCI and the PSI, both 
committed to a neutralist foreign policy, was unlikely to remain in power. 
Had the DC gone against the logic of the Cold War and refused to 'choose' 
the West against the Soviet Union, it would probably have split and a second 
Catholic party would have elnerged under the twin sponsorship of the church 
and the USA. 
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At no stage did the PCI use its prestige among the working class to 
unleash a militant mass movement committed to fighting for political reforms. 
Had that occurred, \vould the DC, out of alarm if not conviction, have 
initiated reforms to steal the thunder of the communists? Some historians 
believe that this would have occurred, but it is not convincing. Further 
communist-inspired agitation would have been taken as evidence of a 
Moscow-inspired conspiracy to destroy Italian democracy and establish 
totalitarian communism. In fact, the Christian democrats used repressive 
policies against the working-class movement between 1948 and 1953.43 They 
had opted for the stick instead of the carrot. No wonder; at the time, in 
Italy, sticks were much cheaper than carrots. 

One of the pressures behind the introduction of welfare systems in Europe 
after the war was the impossibility of reproducing the Anlerican system of 
high wages. Between 1945 and 1950, most governments were forced to resort 
at some stage to a policy of controlling wages, and this was true even in 
countries where socialists were in governnlent. Welfare policies were a 
necessary counter-balance to policies enabling entrepreneurs to compete 
internationally by keeping labour costs down. Welfare states expressed a 
political compromise between the two main industrial classes which would 
otherwise have been locked in a constant battle. 

In Britain, with the National Insurance Act of 1946, entitlement to welfare 
provisions became a consequence of citizenship and was to be financed out 
of general taxation. It was universal: 'The insurance scheme is one for all 
citizens irrespective of their means.'44 This Act, which remained the corner
stone of Labour's welfare scheme and the basis for the welfare state, 
commanding all-party support, removed any connection between the market 
and welfare provision.45 

Commodities produced for the market can only be exchanged through 
the market: they are offered to all and thus appear to be universally available. 
But this, as Marx showed long ago, disguises the reality of exchange relations: 
the demand for a commodity is valid only if it is backed by money; needs 
can be satisfied only if services can be bought. The hUlnan fellowship implied 
by the existence of a mass of commodities available to all is torn asunder by 
the brute and banal fact that these goods are available only to those who 
can, cash in hand, enter the market; those who do not, stay outside. The 
power to possess, even in the era of mass consumerism, remains a private 
power. But when consumption is achieved because the recipient has a 
recognized need (and not because he or she owns money), it is no longer 
consumption but the exercise of a social right. The commodity, usually a 
service, has become 'de-commodified'.46 The discourse of commerce must 
give way to another voice, to the language of rights and citizenship. Just as 
universal suffrage extended political rights to all citizens, universal social 
rights break down further barriers to full membership of a community. This 
is what T. H. Marshall was suggesting when he divided citizenship into three 
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elements: civil, political and socia1.47 As social rights to welfare; health, security 
and education developed, class distinction, he believed, would be eliminated 
except for those 'which have no appropriate economic function'.48 In this 
sense universal rights extend citizenship, now no longer restricted to the few 
- for instance, to those who own property, or those who can pay, or who 
are male, or Christians, or white. Citizenship makes possible one of the goals 
of the French revolution: jraterniti. 

Does this principle of universality coincide with that of socialism? In 
theory, all the services provided by the welfare state could be provided by a 
free market in which consumers can purchase welfare services. Even in this 
case there would still be instances, such as blood transfusion services, in 
which altruistic non-nlarket relations are a far safer, cheaper and more efficient 
system of allocation than market relations, as Richard N. Titmuss demon~ 
strated in his now classic The Gift Relationship: From Human Blood to Social 
Polif)!. 

For a market-based social service system to fulfil the criteria of universality, 
two conditions are required: 

I. Full employment: all citizens between school-leaving age and retirement 
age must have the possibility of being gainfully employed. 

2. High wages: minimum wages must be high enough to enable all citizens 
to purchase privately the necessary pension and insurance plans which 

'would protect them against illness, disablement, temporary unemployment 
and old age. 

If free-market capitalism were able to fulfil these two conditions, it would 
also fulfil, in practice, the criteria of universality: everyone would be able to 
obtain, through the market, all the social protection needed. The full em
ployment condition precludes the formation of a group in the population 
excluded from the private market for social services, while the high wages 
condition enables all to purchase necessary goods; the sole effect of salary 
differentials would be on the apportioning of non-essential goods. However, 
the conjunction of high wages and full employment has seldom, if ever, 
occurred. Thus, it is possible to argue that the universal welfare principle has 
never been achieved in a society entirely determined by market relations. Its 
introduction in Western Europe after 1945 required parties biased against 
the 'free market'. 

But to return to the question: is the introduction of the universal welfare 
principle socialisnl? If socialism is a state of affairs an 'end-state' which 
describes the overall organization of a particular social order, then the 
universal welfare principle is not socialism because it co-exists with a dominant 
capitalist production system. If socialism denotes a social relation, then the 
universal welfare principle whereby access to a service or a good is available 
to all members of the collectivity, irrespective of their incomes, signals the 
presence of an element of socialism co-existing with elements of capitalism. 
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It will be worth noting, en passant, that attempts to identify the 'end-state' 
conception of socialism as a peculiarity of Marxists and Leninists require a 
rather monolithic view of the actual works of Marx and Lenin. In reality, 
their writings are permeated by the same acute contradiction that pervades 
the whole of socialist thought: that between socialism-as-a-process and 
socialism-as~an·end-state. For instance, in The German Ideology, Marx and Engels 
wrote: 

Communism is for us not a stable state which is to be established, an ideal to 
which reality will have to adjust itself. We call communism the real movement 
which abolishes the present state of thlngs.49 

Even Lenin, arguably the chief strategist of the 'end-state', believed that 
embryonic elements of communism could begin to develop within the 
interstices of the capitalist order and that these 'shoots of communism', as 
he called them, were the public provision of social goods, such as nurseries. 
In a telling passage in which he admitted that, notwithstanding all the 
Bolshevik laws emancipating woman, she continues to be 'a domestic slave' 
stultified by the boring drudgery of housework, he added: 

Do we in practice pay sufficient attention to this question, which in theory every 
Communist considers indisputable? Of course not. Do we take proper care of 
the shoots of communism which already exist in this sphere? Again the answer is 
110. Public catering establishments, nurseries, kindergartens - here we have ex
amples of these shoots ... which can realfy emancipate IIJ011/rm •••• These means are 
not new, they Oike all the material prerequisites for socialism) were created by 
large-scale capitalism. 50 

If socialism is considered a process rather than an end, it can, in principle, 
begin to be implemented immediately. The expectation of mon1entous revolu
tionary breaks, historical ruptures and insurrectionary onslaughts can be 
disposed of. The terrain can be freed for more subtle, but also more nebulous, 
notions of progress. Social reforms acquire a new meaning. In the socialist 
movement prior to 1914, the prevailing view of social reforms was that they 
were temporary expedients designed to alleviate the conditions of existence 
of the toiling masses until an inevitable catastrophic crisis would project the 
social order into a new, socialist orbit. By 1945, social reforms were seen as 
elements of socialism to be introduced within capitalism; their eventual growth 
and extension would bring nearer the day when capitalism would no longer 
exist. Betnstein's old heresy had come to be accepted. 

None of this was cogently theorized by the Left, either in wartime or in 
the period of post-war reconstruction. The socialist and social-democratic 
movement after 1945 lost interest more or less totally in theoretical approaches 
which had been a feature of the old German SPD of I<autsky and Bernstein 
and Hilferding, and of the Austro-Marxists such as Otto Bauer. 

Nevertheless, the view of social reforms as elements of socialism growing 
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within the interstices of capitalism presents considerable problems. Social 
reforms could be pursued for a variety of motives: because they benefit 
people; because they stabilize the system, thereby increasing the consensus it 
enjoys; because they enable citizens to obtain collectively by political means 
what they would not be able to obtain through the market; and so on. A 
specifically socialist justification for social reforms is that they empower 
ordinary people, by conferring upon them new rights of a social and economic 
nature. In so doing, socialism can present itself as the continuation and 
development of an older liberal-democratic process through which ordinary 
people had acquired the political rights which were once the prerogative of 
the few. Socialism would provide the majority with hitherto unattainable 
social rights. The Chinese wall between liberal 'bourgeois' democracy and 
socialist democracy, so forcefully stressed by Lenin, could give way to the 
idea of a continuum between liberalism and socialism, in which social reforms 
would redistribute power and hence bring about a drastic reduction in 
inequality. 

It should be said that the proposItIon that the welfare state has led to 
considerable social equality begs many questions. Measuring inequality is no 
simple task. The available data are not satisfactory and there are also major 
conceptual problems: how to distinguish between lifetime and current income, 
for example, and what allowance to make for children of different ages. 51 

What can be established is that in 1938, in Britain, the top 10 per cent of 
the population possessed 34.4 per cent of all post-tax income and in 1949 
this percentage had been reduced to 27.1. 52 However, the main causes of this 
were the high levels of taxation and inflation during the Second World War, 
rather than full employment and the welfare state. The cost of welfare is 
such that it can be financed only by transfer of incomes within the middle
and lower-income groups, rather than from the rich to the poor: it cannot 
be otherwise, for there are never enough rich and the rich are never rich 
enough. Those who bemoan this should reflect that the point is not to make 
the rich poorer (though this would not be tragic), but to eliminate poverty 
and gross differentials which degrade the noble and revolutionary aim, l'iga/iti, 
which has inspired so many struggles. In the long run, the equality which is 
really worth pursuing is not levelling modest income differences, but the 
effective equalization of social as well as political rights in order to provide 
equal dignity for all. That is worth fighting for. The difference in income 
which allows the rich to purchase a diamond as big as the Ritz may be 
vexing to destitute diamond-lovers. But it is not as iniquitous as the private 
purchase of a life-saving operation to the exclusion of others who cannot 
afford it. 
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Controlling Capitalism: Nationalization and 
Economic Planning 

In the late I940S most socialists thought of socialism as an 'end-state', a final 
goal. Their gradualism led them to believe that this desirable state of affairs 
could be the result of the accumulation of reforms or else, perhaps, the 
outcome of a decisive legislative flat executed at an appropriate moment 
when the time was ripe and the socialist parties had a substantial majority. 
This 'state of socialism' involved the end of capitalism and this, in turn, 
could only mean the abolitiol) of the private ownership of the principal 
means of production. The introduction of the universal welfare principle was 
seen by many left-wing socialists as a major and important reform, but not 
quite as radical as state ownership of industry. 

It is strange and perplexing that, given the importance of the policy of 
state ownership, no Left party in Western Europe (including communist 
parties) had detailed plans aimed at the abolition of the private property of 
at least some of the means of production. The general and vague anti
capitalist rhetoric which pervaded even some of the continental confessional 
parties disguised the evident shortage of ideas on how to abolish capitalism. 
Socialists knew, most of the time, what to do in the present; they knew what 
they wanted for the future. But how to establish the connection between 
today's reforms and tomorrow's socialism remained as mysterious as it had 
been at the end of the nineteenth century, when Bernstein had suggested, in 
effect, that socialists should abandon the future to concentrate on the present. 

In Britain, the Labour Party found itself in a situation which would become 
increasingly familiar: the social reforms sought by the Left, for which it had 
gained electoral support and political power, had to be financed by a strong 
wealth-creating economy. Many socialists believed that this could be achieved 
through complete state control of industry. It was thought that centrally 
planned management would be more 'rational' and more efficient, and that 
the country as a whole would benefit from large-scale economies and from 
the adoption of scientific principles of management. 

In reality, in 1945, the nationalization of the entire economy was not on 
the agenda anywhere in Western Europe. Where the Left was weak, it was 
impossible to convince reluctant coalition partners to proceed along such a 
radical road. Where the Left was strong, as in Britain or the Nordic countries, 
no visible minority, let alone a majority, emerged within it with plans for 
achieving such grandiose objectives. 

In the absence of a plan for the elimination of the capitalist economy, the 
financial requirements for sodal reforms had to be provided by the capitalist 
economy itself. Socialist parties faced an unavoidable paradox: in order to 
pay for social welfare, it was imperative that the market be made as efficient 
as possible; to follow 'socialist' policies, it was essential to be pro-capitalist. 
If the private sector could not be abolished - at least in the immediate future 
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- then it had to be encouraged to produce as much wealth as possible and 
to be an efficient allocator of resources, so as to provide employment for all. 
Only when the private sector failed to function properly could the state be 
expected to step in through subsidies, encouragement, concessions, special 
help and, if necessary, nationalization. 

Some socialists thought that the private sector could not perform its 
wealth-creating tasks adequately. Had it not brought about a massive depres
sion in the 1930S? By 1945 it was widely assumed on the Left that capitalism 
would not be able to guarantee constant growth and economic development. 
It was thus necessary for the state to take over some of its key sectors 
through a policy of gradual nationalization. If priority had to be given to 
social reforms and their financing, it followed that the gradual transfer of 
segments of the private economy into public ownership should be determined 
by the following considerations: 

1. Viability and efficiency: the least viable and hence more inefficient sectors 
of the capitalist economy should be nationalized first. 

2. Strategic importance: the most strategic sectors of the capitalist economy 
(for example, banking or the power industry) should be nationalized and 
used as instruments to ensure that the remainder of the private sector 
followed an economically profitable and socially desirable path. 

Either way, the results to be aimed for would be an increased level of 
efficiency in the private economy. Either way, the socialist motivation for 
partial and/or gradual nationalization coincided with the motivations of those 
who advocated it on the non-socialist grounds of capitalist rationalization. 
There were good 'managerial' grounds for nationalization: the new state
owned industry would become more efficient and would benefit the rest of 
the econolny by ensuring an efficient supply of goods and services at reason
able prices, thus lowering average costs. 

In practice the comillon goal of all post- I 945 West European governments 
was an efficient capitalist economy and nationalizations were, generally speak
ing, conceived as part of this goal. In no instance, however, was the expanded 
state sector used in an organic or strategic manner. On the contrary, each 
nationalized industry was conceived as autonomous and instructed to fulfil 
its tasks separately from the others. 

In Britain the nationalizations proposed in the Labour Party's 1945 mani
festo Let Us Face the Fllture all had practical justifications. The state takeover 
of the Bank of England was supposedly designed to ensure full employment. 
The objective of nationalizing the coal, gas and electricity industries was to 
make it possible to modernize production, lower charges, prevent waste and 
increase efficiency. 53 Labour Party activists clamoured for public ownership for 
all sorts of reasons: because it was in Clause Four of the party's constitution; 
because it was the beginning of socialism; because it was imperative to give 
the state the necessary instruments of control and intervention. Yet in 1945 
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the party had no worked·out plans for nationalization, even though they had 
been frequently discussed in the 193 os. This was so even in the mining 
industry, where the pressures for public ownership from the unions were 
strongest and Conservative objections weakest. 54 Prior to 1945) peacetime 
nationalizations, as Peter Hennessy reminds us, had been resorted to more 
frequently by the Conservatives than by the Labour Party: Churchill, when 
First Lord of the Admiralty in 191 z, bought the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 
(BP), Stanley Baldwin took over the BBC in 1927, Neville Chamberlain created 
the British Overseas Airways Corporation in 19; 9. 55 

Between 1945 and 1949 the Labour government extended the boundaries 
of state property to include the Bank of England, civil aviation, telecom
munications and coal in 1946; the railways, long-distance road haulage and 
electricity in 1947; gas in 1948; iron and steel in 1949.56 All nationalizations 
received parliamentary approval before February 1947) less than two years 
after the Labour victory, except for the Gas Bill (February 1948) and the 
controversial nationalization of iron and steel (November 1948). These 
nationalized industries were either basic to the economy or public utilities or 
both. None was flourishing or particularly profitable, with the exception of 
road haulage and, possibly, iron and steel. Consumer interests were important, 
but capitalist firms were among the main purchasers of these services, and 
it was in their interests too to obtain coal, gas and electricity at reasonable 
prices and to have an efficient transport system. The idea of introducing 
greater industrial democracy or workers' control was never seriously con
sidered. 

Labour blueprints in the 193°8 had emphasized the strategic importance 
of controlling the financial sector and establishing a National Investment 
Board. Bankers and financiers always had a special role in the demonology 
of the Labour movement. Consequently, one might have expected that the 
acquisition of the Bank of England would be used by the Labour government 
to control the City and the rest of the banking system. But the Bank was 
never employed to discipline, control, or dominate the banks. Labour missed 
this chance and never sought to explain why. Establishing a decisive measure 
of control over the banking system as a whole would not have been an 
exceptionally radical action. After all, this is what happened in Austria in the 
late 1940S under a coalition of socialists and Christian democrats, and in 
Italy under Mussolini in the 193°8. 

In Labour Britain the nationalization of the Bank of England remained a 
purely technical and institutional act and was so designated by the chancellor 
of the exchequer, Hugh Dalton. 57 The case for it was so overwhelming that 
the Conservatives did not vote against it; some, for example Robert Boothby, 
Churchill's parliamentary private secretary, even voted in favour. 58 No sub
sequent Tory leader ever asked for its privatization. 

The coalmining industry \vas backward, grossly inefficient, overmanned 
and plagued by bad industrial relations, except for some pits, such as Fife 
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and Powell Dylfryn. No one seriously assumed that the private sector would 
be able to modernize it. Nationalization had been on the agenda since the 
findings of the Sankey Commission in 19 I 9. Yet the Labour Party had never 
produced a plan for the industry, much to the surprise of the Minister of 
Fuel, the singularly obtuse and incompetent Emmanuel (later Lord) Shinwell. 
In fact, it was Shinwell who should have been expected to provide such a 
plan, for he had been a minister of mines in 192.4 and again from 192.9 to 
1931 and represented a mining constituency.59 

The railways, though in private hands, were heavily dependent on public 
subsidies. In their last year under private ownership, they lost £60 million. 
Huge sums were required to re-equip the industry and no private capital 
would have been forthcoming. The case for nationalization on practical 
grounds was exceptionally strong. Labour, however, nationalized long-distance 
road haulage as well. This, unlike the railways, was profitable and roused stiff 
Conservative and Liberal opposition. 

The nationalization of electricity and gas had been recommended by the 
Heyworth Committee set up in 1944. Even so, the Conservatives fought 
against the nationalization of gas and disputed every part of the Bill. 60 
Electricity was a different matter because 60 per cent of supply was already 
under municipal control and the McGowan Committee in 1936 had set out 
the case for public ownership on grounds of efficiency.61 

Serious opposition arose in connection with the nationalization of iron 
and steel, the sole manufacturing industry to be subjected to a state takeover. 
THe Labour Party had not been enthusiastic about it. Industrial relations 
were good and the unions did not fight for it. The cabinet was divided: 
those who were in favour of nationalization argued that state intervention 
was required to ensure the future of iron and steel. No one argued in favour 
of the takeover on ideological grounds. The Bill was the only measure in 
Labour's term of office which the Lords delayed~ causing it to become law 
at the end of 1949 with its vesting date postponed until 1951. Soon afterwards, 
Labour lost the general election and the Conservatives privatized iron and 
steel, the only industry to be denationalized until the privatization of the 
1980s. 

It is not clear what nationalization achieved. No serious examination of 
alternative forms of control had ever been undertaken. Alec Cairncross doubts 
whether nationalization did much to ensure full employment, or to stabilize 
the economy, or had any impact on the distribution of income (since ex
tremely generous compensation was paid to the owners).62 Furthermore, as 
it was generally accepted that commercial profitability was the overall guiding 
criterion for the nationalized industries, it is not clear how there could be 
any significant change in managenlent policy away from the system operating 
under private ownership. 

In some instances, for example the coalmines and the railways, there had 
been pressure for nationalization fron1 the workforce who, quite rightly 
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considering the appalling behaviour of the owners in the 19205, assumed that 
it would improve their working conditions and their wages. In the iron and 
steel sector, however, workers already enjoyed relatively good conditions, as 
well as satisfactory industrial relations, and were consequently indifferent to 
nationalization. The general assumption among many trade unionists was 
that the state would be a better and more enlightened employer than private 
capitalists. Others, less lcindly, would observe that the state could absorb 
losses indefinitely and that nationalization was therefore a recipe for over
manning, restrictive practices, and a level of wages higher than productivity 
would warrant. From the point of view of the national economy, however, 
overmanning is counter-productive only in a situation of full employment, 
since it penalizes other industries which might require workers employed 
else\vhete and keeps wages artificially high. In a situation of unemployment, 
overmanning in one sector may be a rational policy because it reduces the 
need for welfare spending: those who might require benefits remain in 
employment. 

In a mixed economy the public sector remains constrained by the over
arching requirement of maintaining an efficient and profitable private sector, 
though it does not follow that commercial criteria in the public sector must 
always be maintained. There are circumstances in which it may be advisable 
to pursue a policy of lower costs, rather than profitability - for instance, 
where a monopoly controls basic services such as gas and electricity. This 
would lower costs in the private sector, thereby making it internationally 
more competitive. In effect, this would amount to a taxpayers' subsidy to 
private enterprise. 

By nationalizing public utilities the Labour government acquired a potenti
ally formidable weapon for restructuring the private sector. For example, by 
using differential prices it could have induced the location of industry in 
areas where it wished to increase employment and investment for social 
reasons, or helped export or import-substitution. As part of an overall plan, 
or at least a fairly comprehensive industrial policy, nationalization could have 
played a major role. The Labour government, however, had no industrial 
strategy, no comprehensive plan. It simply maintained the financial and 
physical controls it had inherited from the wartime coalition.63 These cannot 
be considered to be the British equivalent of the French post-war planning 
policies established by Jean Monnet, let alone a precursor of the Japanese 
post-war system of collaboration between banks, industry and government 
through the Ministry of International Trade and Industry.64 The n10st 
devastating criticism one can make of the Attlee government was that, at 
least until 1947, it produced nothing that remotely resembled a policy towards 
the private sector. In 1946, for instance, the government produced a Steel 
Plan aimed at rationalizing the industry but stopping short of outright 
nationalization. The plan failed partly because of the unco-operative attitude 
of many entrepreneurs, partly because the government quickly abandoned its 
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long-term goals of restructuring in favour of immediate requirements such 
as maximizing exports and employment,6S The main problem with Labour 
w~s not that it did not have policies for transforming the capitalist economy 
into a socialist one, but that it did not kno\v how to run the capitalist 
economy.66 

The standard and rather trite reply to the above observations is that 
businessmen, rather than politicians and civil servants, are best at running 
the economy. More than fifty years of British economic decline in the face 
of competition from countries equipped with planning mechanisms and/or 
some form of industrial policy such as Japan, Germany and France, ought 
to have exposed the utter bankruptcy of this position. But ideologies can 
usually withstand the onslaught of hard facts. 

A slightly less insular and intellectually limited cabinet than Attlee's might 
have studied more thoroughly the far more convincing experiment in state 
planning that was under way in France. However, even the most entrenched 
provincialism has its limits: Stafford Cripps did cast a rapid glance across the 
Channel. In 1948 he asked Monnet to come to London with S001e of his 
advisers to explain to him the French modernization plan, In his memoirs 
Monnet wrote: (These meetings were so interesting that Attlee and several of 
his ministers ... attended them,' Monnet, however, was trying to persuade 
the British of something they could not even begin to understand: the need 
to create a situation of profound economic interdependence between the 
two countries.67 Monnet, unlike most other planners, always realized that a 
national plan, in order to succeed, had to be thought out within an inter
national perspective. But the British were not ready to forge special links 
with the Continent. Their trade was still prevalently extra-European, their 
foreign policy still planetary. 

According to Cairncross, there were really only two serious official attempts 
to explain what economic planning might involve. One was the preliminary 
section of The Economic Survf!Y of 1947 personally written by Stafford Cripps 
(when president of the Board of Trade); the other was a memorandum written 
by Gaitskell in 1949, when he was minister of fuel and powet.68 Neither 
minister ever succeeded, or indeed attempted, to put his thoughts into 
practice. Once they became Chancellor (Cripps in 1947-50 and Gaitskell in 
1950-51), they instantaneously developed a belief in the supremacy of the 
Budget as the most powerful instrument of economic policy. 

What induced the British government to try to do something with the 
private sector was not socialism, but the balance of payments crisis of 1947. 
This o1ade production the main issue, supplanting unemployment,69 Con
sumption was held back with singular severity, exports raced ahead and, by 
1948, the balance of payments deficit was wiped out. The subsequent sterling 
devaluation of 1949 therefore had nothing to do with restoring British trade 
to balance, since it was in balance already. Britain's strong export performance 
was no mean achievement. In Cairncross's words, 'If the balance of payments 
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is looked after ... industrial economies can recover very fast.'7o There was 
much talk to the effect that 'planning' had done the trick. That was not quite 
true: much of the wartime control machinery was dismantled, thus (to use 
the language of today) 'deregulating' the private sector. The emphasis on 
export meant that domestic consumption had to be cut through rationing. 
Expenditure on social services, however, was not reduced. The policy followed 
could be characterized as one which favoured the export sectors of the 
economy - that is, the dominant part of private capitalism - and the poor, 
who gained from the stable level of social spending and from rationing 
(without which they would not have been able to pay the free-market price 
of the rationed goods). 

What was not utilized was the very large public sector the state had just 
acquired. As the official historian of British nationalization wrote: 'Very little 
thought had been given to the organization of the nationalized industries 
either in the Labour movement or in Whitehall.m Why, then, was there such 
a wide extension of public control if Labour did not know what to do with 
it?72 The most obvious explanation is, quite simply, that the traditional left
wing bias against private ownership met with little resistance. Its logic seemed 
to be that because the state was, at least in formal terms, subject to demo
cratic political control through the electoral and parliamentary processes, 
everything subjected to state control was, directly or indirectly, democratic, 
while everything still in private hands remained 'outside democracy'. In other 
words, the extension of state ownership was good in itself, because it brought 
the 'end-state' of socialism that much nearer. When the order of priority of 
nationalizations came to be decided, pragmatism prevailed: the state initially 
extended its domain in those areas of the economy where there was little 
effective opposition to nationalization. The Conservatives, defeated and 
demoralized, wisely chose to put up resistance only in strategically selected 
instances, where the case for nationalization was at its most contentious. 
They knew they would live to fight another day. Of course, whether or not 
a nationalization measure was opposed is no indication of whether or not it 
represented a threat to private capital accumulation. The interests of capitalism 
'in general' are as hard to locate as those of socialism. This calls for perplexing 
political calculations or for endlessly fascinating (or tedious) debates, depend
ing on one's point of view.73 

The fact that the Labour Party did not seek to reform the private sector 
of industry, that it had no serious industrial policy or training programme, is 
evidence not of the purity of its socialism, but of its unconsciously reverential 
and touching faith in the capabilities of the capitalist system. In spite of its 
rhetoric, Labour assumed that capitalism would recover more or less spon
taneously and create the wealth requited to pay for social reforms. Like all 
previous governments, Labour approached the private sector with a laissez-
faire attitude at the micro-economic level. The most important thing the 
Labour government did between 1945 and 1950 was an act of omission: it 
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did not reform capitalism. How this might have been achieved was not even 
considered. Thus, Labour observed to the letter the closing proposition of 
Wittgenstein's Tractattls Logico-Philosophicus: 'Whereof one cannot speak, thereof 
one must be silent.' Unasked questions will never find an answer. 

In the rest of Western Europe nationalization became a strong priority 
only in France and Austria. In Norway, which, like Britain, had a Labour 
government with an absolute majority in Parliament, very little was national
ized. Railways and telecommunications were already under state ownership,74 
The Central Bank was taken over, as it was in Britain, France, Holland and 
other countries in Europe. The state also acquired as war compensation 
German assets including one of the biggest aluminium companies in Europe 
and most of the mines.75 Othe1'\Vise, the pragmatic N01'\Vegian social demo
crats (DNA) left their private sector intact, including the powerful shipbuilding 
interests, and concentrated on social reform and income redistribution. Even 
by 1960, after fifteen years of uninterrupted DNA administration, N01'\Vay's 
state sector was still proportionately smaller than that of Germany, which 
had not yet experienced a single year of social democracy. 

In parallel with N01'\Vay, the Swedish Social Democratic Party (SAP), in its 
1944 programme, dropped nationalization as an effective instrument of state 
policy and referred to 'the rights of determination over production', a coy 
formula vaguely equivalent to the British Labour Party's use of the term 
'common ownership' in Clause Four of its constitution. It advocated the use 
of public works to compensate for any fall in employment in the private 
sector, and a wages policy aimed at levelling differences between agriculture 
and other branches of production.76 The SAP declared that it did not intend 
all property to be in state hands or all economic activity to be directed by 
a central agency. It did, however, still intend to nationalize inefficient in
dustries, oil importation and insurance companies, and to set up a state 
commercial bank.77 There was a strong emphasis on the democratization of 
the economy and on planning, seen as a pragmatic, 'trial and error' policy 
greatly preferable to nationalization. 78 

The SAP was in an even better position than the Labour Party to imple
ment a radical socialist programme. Sweden had emerged unscathed from 
the war, having refrained from taking part in it. It was - in per capita terms 
- the richest country in Europe after Switzerland, and was in a perfect 
position to lneet the demands of reconstruction.79 As elsewhere, the end of 
the war had found the country radicalized: the Swedish communists achieved 
their best electoral results ever (I I per cent) in the 1946 local elections. so 

The conditions were thus favourable for implementing the more radical 
aspect of the SAP programme: the widely expected post-war recession had 
not materialized,81 and unemploynlent had fallen 'spontaneously'. The 
nationalization proposals were passed on to royal commissions whose task it 
was to open wide consultations with interest groups. This approach entailed 
accepting an important general principle, namely, that a major transfer of 
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privately-owned industry into the public domain would occur only if widely 
acceptable. The so-called 'bourgeois' parties launched a massive and ultimately 
successful campaign against public ownership. The commissions suggested 
that only a minor restructuring of the business sector was desirable and that 
only the oil importing and processing industry should be nationalized.82 But 
not even this industry was taken over, and so even the limited nationalization 
promised by the 1944 programme was abandoned. 

Once this had occurred, it followed, almost naturally, that the expansion 
of the Swedish social-democratic state would require the co-operation of the 
business sector. In the absence of a powerful public sector, any state policy 
of economic rationalization necessarily requires an overall agreement between 
the government and industry. Nationalizations were abandoned in Sweden 
not only because of widespread opposition, but also because there did not 
appear to be any obvious connection between an expanding state sector and 
the central aims of the SAP namely, full employment and an increase in 
real wages to the level of 1939.83 

In Holland state ownership was not conceived as an instrument of socialist 
reconstruction, but as an extension of the 'creeping' nationalizations which 
had begun even before the First World War 'from the bottom up', when much 
of the gas, electricity and transport industries had been municipalized. On the 
whole it was conceived as an attempt at economic rationalization, rather than 
as a step towards socialism. The new nationalized industries were expected 
to make a profit just as they had done under municipal control, in order to 
finance other local activities.84 The requirements of coalition politics forced 
the Dutch Labour Party to abandon in 1936 its project of economic planning, 
the so-called Plan Socialism, as they conceded to their Christian democratic 
allies the control of the Ministry of Economic Affairs (see chapter 3). 

Economic policy was developed on the basis of a system of formal 
compromises. During the war the trade unions and employers had formed 
the 'Foundation of Labour' and supported a succession of coalition govern~ 
ments whose core were the PvclA (the Labour Party) and the I<atholieke 
Volkspartei (Catholic People's Party). These two parties governed together 
between 1946 and 1948, and then included in the coalition the Liberals and 
the Christelijk-Historische Vnie (Christian Historical Union CHV) until 
1952. The same coalition, minus the Liberals but including the Anti
Revolutionaire Partij, ruled the country between 1952 and 1958. The unions 
agreed not to strike and to desist from demanding industrial democracy, 
while the employers committed themselves to full employment and recognized 
the unions. Wages were to be negotiated between the government and the 
Foundation of Labour (formalized in 1950 as the Social and Economic 
Council). Catholics and socialists rejected liberal economic policies and 
favoured various forms of corporatism, but disagreed on economic planning. 
This post-war settlement lasted until the end of the 19 50S, permitting the 
PvdA to be in government for nearly fifteen years even though its share of 
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the vote, less than 30 per cent, was low by the standards of West European 
social democracy.85 

"In West Germany, left-wing initiatives to reform the economy were con
siderably hampered by the policies of the American occupying forces. The 
SPD leader, Kurt Schumacher, demanded in 1945 the nationalization of the 
mines, the heavy goods industry, power, transport, insurance and banking. 
The SPD economic spokesman, Victor Agartz, declared at the Hanover 
Congress (1946) that the party rejected liberalism, monopoly capitalism, the 
corporate state, and was in favour of a planned economy and 'socialization' 
(this term was favoured over nationalization).86 

Public ownership was advocated not only by the SPD, but also in the 
surprisingly left~wing 1947 Ahlen Programme of the Christian Democratic 
Union. The CDU became an explicitly pro-capitalist party only a couple of 
years later. Still unpopular were liberal views, such as those held by Alfred 
Miiller-Armack, the little-known author of the formula of the Soziale Marktwir~ 
schaft (social market economy), whose suggestive ambiguity led to its eventual 
hijacking by an ever-increasing number of European political parties. 

As early as October 1946, Ernest Bevin, then, as foreign secretary, in 
virtual control of the British zone of occupation, supported the national
ization proposed by both the SPD and the CDU.87 Thus, public ownership 
was supported by the two main German parties and the main European 
occupying forces. That was not enough. Without a central authority over the 
whole country a nationalization programme could not be implemented. An 
attempt was made to insert into the regional constitutions of the new Lander 
the principle of state ownership. In Hesse the German Left scored a major 
success when, with the support of both the CDU and the communists (only 
the Liberals were against), the Constituent Assembly of that Land voted for 
Article 4 I which would have made the nationalization of 169 firms inevitable. 
The US occupying forces, under General Lucius D. Clay, insisted that the 
article should be subjected to a referendum separately from the constitution 
as a whole. The results showed 76.8 per cent of the electorate to be in 
favour of the constitution and 71.9 per cent in favour of Article 41. In spite 
of this, the US military government forbade its implementation.88 The USA 
put pressure on the British military government to desist from favouring 
nationalization policies in their zone. Similar left-leaning legislation establishing 
son1e form of industrial democracy in Hessen, Baden~Wi.irttemberg and 
Bremen was vetoed by the Americans either directly or through pressure on 
the French and the British. Communist newpapers were censored, protest 
strikes banned, and land reform plans drastically reduced.89 

The US was able to shape the reconstruction of capitalism in West 
Germany to a far greater extent than in the rest of Western Europe, including 
Italy. Germany had been defeated and had no government. The only possible 
obstacles to US hegemony were the other forces of occupation, the French 
and the British (in Japan, the purest case of US hegemony, not even these 
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hindrances existed).90 Once the British and US zones were merged in the 
joint Bi~Zone Oanuary 1947), the Americans took the lead and 'swarms of 
American "steel people" and lawyers arrived in Dusseldorf ... who had little 
sympathy for Britain's industrial plans for the Ruhr. The most they could 
conceive of was deconcentration, but strictly within the framework of private 
capitalism.'91 The Germans had no choice but to co-operate. Those who 
favoured a clear-cut capitalist reconstruction did so with delight. 

The picture was not one of unrelieved gloom for the forces of the Left. 
The SPD obtained the insertion into the Basic Law of the Federal Republic 
of Article I 5, which stipulated that 'land, natural resources and means of 
production may be socialized and transformed into public ownership'. In the 
British zone the trade unions obtained special participation rights in coal and 
steel concerns. But this remained an anomaly: by the time free elections were 
held in 1949, resulting in the overwhelming victory of the CD U, Germany 
had not undergone any of the social and economic reforms which occurred 
in many other West European countries. Free elections in 1945 would prob
ably have resulted in a left-wing majority or, at least, a government of national 
unity in which the strength of the SPD, coupled with the CDU's acceptance 
of nationalizations, would almost certainly have brought about the creation 
of a large public sector. 

This is precisely what happened in Austria, where the relation of forces 
between the parties resembled that of Germany, but where two crucial 
variables, absent in Germany, led to the creation of a considerable state 
sector comparable to the British and the French. The two variables were 
early national elections (25 November 1945) and the favourable attitude of 
the USA towards Austrian nationalizations. The elections resulted in the 
'Social Christian' GVP gaining an absolute majority of seats (85 out of 165), 
while the SPO had seventy-six and the communists four. Austria was then 
occupied in the east by the Red Army and in the west by the Anglo-American 
allies. Furthermore, the economic situation was disastrous. This is what led 
the three parties to form a national government. 

The spa was committed to achieving a maximum of socialization, partly 
out of ideology and partly to control the economy. The GVP, just like the 
German and Italian Christian democratic parties, was in favour of some 
measure of state intervention. It was widely assumed that priority would 
have to be given to the nationalization of basic industries which had been 
destroyed during the war and whose senior management had co-operated 
with the Nazis. There was also a widespread desire to establish an Austrian 
claim to the ownership of these firms in order to escape the compensation 
clauses agreed by the Allies at Potsdam. According to these clauses, all 
German property had to be considered as belonging to the Allies as war 
compensation. This would have involved much of Austria's basic industry, 
whose main shareholders were in fact Germans. Nationalization was thus a 
practical device to enable Austria to keep its industries. 
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The first Nationalization Act passed by the Austrian Parliament (1946) 
designated the following enterprises to be nationalized: the entire engineering 
metal industry, the Danube Shipping Company, the Austrian branches of the 
German electricity industry (AEG-Union, Siemens-Schukert Werke), the 
largest nitrogen plant, the entire oil refinery industry, and the three principal 
banks. The strongest objections to these state takeovers were registered by 
the USSR, still an occupying power and the main beneficiary of the Potsdam 
clauses. The Austrian Parliament overruled the Soviet objections; this was 
possible because the Allied Control Council could not reach unanimous 
agreement to veto the ACt. 92 Thus, in Austria nationalizations were carried 
out against Soviet wishes and with US support! In 1947 a second 
Nationalization Act brought the large electricity industry within the public 
sector. By the early 19508, 22 per cent of Austria's industrial output was in 
state hands. If firms controlled by the nationalized banks are included, the 
state sector would reach 70 per cent of industrial production. 

As in Britain and France, Austrian nationalizations did not lead to a more 
'social' or socialist way of running the economy. Managerial criteria of 
productive efficiency continued to dominate the state sector, with the object 
of making the Austrian economy competitive.93 The SPO had, at least on 
paper, a strong commitment to planning, but the main in1petus came from 
the Nlarshall Plan, which forced the government to produce a long-term 
programme for proposed investment in both the private and public sectors 
for the period 1949-53.94 Much of this machinery was dismantled in the 
1950s, when American aid dwindled. Nevertheless, the Marshall Plan was a 
decisive factor in the overall economic success of the Austrian nationalization 
programme: 50 per cent of Marshall funds were used to re-finance the state 
sector. 9S 

The fact that the 6vp controlled the Planning Minisuy bound up this 
party with the entire development of the state sector, providing ample 
opportunities for the growth of an uninhibited patronage system. As in Italy 
with the Christian democrats, the GVP became a 'public sector party' rather 
than a British-style conservative party. It acquired a further stake in the 
economic organization of the country by obtaining virtual control of the 
network of chambers of commerce; these largely middle-class organizations 
monopolized the representation of employers' interests in the same way as 
the trade unions controlled working-class interests. Thus, the basis for the 
Austrian consociational model was laid. At the political level the spa and 
the GVP were in charge of the governn1ent and of a vast state sector, while 
at the social level the associations representing the two sides of industry 
would negotiate policies the politicians would later have to accept.96 

The third great pillar of Austrian society, the farmers 20 per cent of the 
population in 1945 readily supported the new social order: the new state 
would protect then1 from the perils of uncontrolled conlpetition. Ten years 
previously, Otto Bauer had identified in the division between the urban and 
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rural classes one of the causes of the defeat of Austrian socialism. Now this 
division, at least in its dangerous pre-war form, \vas no more. The result was 
not socialism, but a heavily bureaucratized consensual society where the new 
middle classes, comfortably ensconced in the public sector, had no reason to 
fear the state as an alien force: it had now become the source of their daily 
bread and the fountain of their power and social status.97 

Any attempt to alter the delicate social equilibrium thus created was 
doomed to failure. In pursuit of industrial democracy, the SPO had drafted 
a Works Council Bill to give workers, through their elected councils, a voice 
in management decisions. Works councils \vere to be informed of company 
policy, entitled to participate in drawing up business plans, empowered to 
prevent dismissals. The resulting compromise embodied in the 1947 Act 
excluded agricultural workers and eliminated the workers' veto on dismissals. 
Thus enfeebled, the works councils remained almost exclusively grievance 
committees, concerned with individual complaints rather than with broad 
policy.98 

After Austria and Britain, France was the country which saw the greatest 
extension of public ownership. The parties of the Left (pCF and SFIO) 
together had nearly ~o per cent of the vote. Employers were even more 
demoralized and on the defensive than in Britain. The state to which they 
had pledged their allegiance, the Vichy regime and its corporatist structures, 
had collapsed ignominiously. The PCF was the largest organization in the 
country. The principle of nationalization was popular with the French. It had 
been enshrined in the charter of the Resistance and also supported by the 
.Catholic MRP and by de Gaulle himself. 99 Indeed, on this particular issue the 
general had no major ideological difference with the communists. For him 
nationalization was one of the instruments for the resurrection of France. 100 

This generalized sentiment was not the result of a nationwide surge of socialist 
consciousness, although the popularity of socialism played a role in this, but 
of a deeper populist distaste for les trusts. Discontent with private monopolies, 
enmity towards what is large and powerful, a wish to protect and defend the 
'little man' were more entrenched in the French lower middle classes than in 
the proletariat. Urban white-collar workers still had strong links with the 
countryside and kept more or less intact the populist instinct of farmers and 
shopkeepers. This populisn1 may partly explain why the extension of public 
ownership in France was as radical as in Britain. WI 

French nationalization proceeded in three phases. During the first phase 
(December 1944 to the end of 1945), under considerable popular pressure) 
the coalmines in the dipartements of the Nord and of the Pas de Calais were 
nationalized~ and the car manufacturer Renault and the engineering works of 
Gnome et Rh6nt; were confiscated. During the second phase (end of 1945 
to May 1946), the rest of the coal industry, some credit institutions, the 
major insurance companies, gas and electricity were brought under public 
control. During the third phase, which lasted until 1948, it was the turn of 
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the tnerchant navy, Air France and other transport systems,102 Given the 
limited scope of the third phase, we can conclude that French nationalizations 
were over by May 1946, which is when they began to be enacted in Britain. 
The difference is that in Britain nationalizations were part of a government 
programme of post-war reconstruction, while in France they were part of 
the liberation of the country and were profoundly marked by the ethos and 
climate of the Resistance. 

What was their purpose? In the first place, they were regarded as punish
ment for the collaborationism exhibited by employers during the war - hence 
the punitive confiscation of Renault. In addition, there was, as in Britain, a 
general supposition that public services should be under public control and 
that nationalizations would make economic rationalization possible . 

.In France, as elsewhere, banks and insurance companies were the main 
targets of left~wing criticism: the least acceptable face of capitalism was shown 
by bankers and financiers. Not only was the central bank the Banque de 
France - taken over but, in contrast to what happened in Britain, so were 
the four largest deposit banks and the largest insurance companies. All of 
them retained their corporate identity,103 As in Britain, coal, gas and electricity 
had been inefficiently managed and nationalization was not seriously opposed. 
This newly created state system did not become, as some socialists had 
hoped it would, an integrated, powerful public sector, intelligently co-ordinated 
by a central plan devised by public-spirited planners and technocrats. What 
occurs in the frustrating don1ain of politics is often very different fronl what 
is conceived in the more congenial realm of ideas, and in this case it reflects 
the widely different motives of those who supported nationalizations. 

The socialists were more eager than the conlmunists to promote public 
ownership, though both were anxious to justify the course of action in non
socialist terms. In their joint text of 2 March 1945, the two parties offered 
three reasons for advocating nationalization: economic - private enterprise 
on its own would be unable to nl0dernize the country; patriotic to punish 
collaborators; and democratic - to break the power of les trusts, an allegedly 
homogeneous patronat able and willing to blackmail the Republic. 104 

The SFIO talked about 'socialization' (a word the PCF explicitly refused 
to use), meaning that nationalizations would be accompanied by some form 
of industrial democracy or workers' contro1. 105 The con1munists, however, 
remained committed to their pre~war conception. This held that socialist 
measures could be introduced only by a socialist government that is, a 
government they controlled. As the coalition government in which they 
participated was not a socialist one, nothing enacted by the National Assembly 
could possibly be socialist. It was with simple, succinct and easily digestible 
formulae such as these that French conlmunislTI intended to confront the 
challenges of the second half of the twentieth century. The third party, the 
MRP, was quick to chime with the times and supported nationalization, 
workers' control, planning and all policies aimed at subordinating the economy 
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to the service of the community, rather than that of individuals. lOG Finally, the 
Gaullists promoted nationalizations for technocratic and etatique reasons: by 
then, de Gaulle was committed to a dirigiste notion of economic development. 
The result of all this was that the preamble of the French constitution of 
1946 contained a clause which amounted to an obligation to nationalize: 'All 
property and all enterprises that now or subsequently shall have the character 
of a national public service or a monopoly in fact must become the property 
of the community.'107 In France, unlike Germany, there was no occupying 
force to veto the incorporation of a pro-nationalization paragraph in the 
constitution. 

A similar clause (Article 42, paragraph ;) was also inserted in the Italian 
constitution, drafted in 1946-47 and approved by Christian democrats, social
ists and communists. It read: 'For reasons of general interest private property 
may be expropriated by law and with compensation.' The Italians had in
herited from Mussolini's regime a vast public sector based on a distinctive 
conception of state ownership. Since the mid-I930S, state property was held 
through a holding company, the Istituto per la Ricostruzione Industriale 
(IR!) , which was supposed to be run like a private investlnent trust except 
that its president and vice-president were appointed directly by the govern
ment. Through IRI, the largest employer in Italy, the state had effective 
control of iron and steel, gas production (AGIP), broadcasting (RAI) , 60 
per cent of the telephone system, Z5 per cent of all bank deposits. 

Of the three main 'nationalizing' countries - Austria, Britain and France 
- the latter made the most use of its public sector for the purposes of 
planning. While France had contributed little to the construction of a welfare 
state, it did make major progress towards economic planning, practically as 
well as theoretically. Just as in Britain the thinkers behind the welfare state 
and macro-economic management, Beveridge and I<eynes, were not socialists, 
in France too the main architect of what may have appeared to be the 
'socialistic' policy of planning, Jean Monnet, was no socialist. Monnet, of 
course, being a 'spontaneous' public relations man, presented his plan with 
a view to getting it accepted by as many shades of political opinion as 
possible. Given the left-wing ethos of the postNResistance climate, he naturally 
stressed the democratic and co-operative nature of the plan. It would not be 
something imposed from on high; there would be widespread consultations; 
employers and employees working in every sector of the economy would be 
asked to establish their own targets. loa All sides of the political spectrum 
supported this policy, including the comn1unists and the unions they con
trolled, even when it was decided that the working week had to be lengthened 
from forty hours to forty-eight. Far from being any kind of attempt at 
socialist reconstruction, the plan was devised by Monnet as the best way to 
use American aid to renovate the economy. 

The Americans were duly informed that the French intended to submit to 
them a programme of industrial re-equipment aimed at modernization. 109 By 
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the time the Marshall Aid fund was established, the French, unlike most 
other countries, had already worked out all the data required of them by it, 
thus ensuring that by 1949 90 per cent of the modernization plan's resources 
came from Marshall. 11o By then, of course, the communists were out of 
power and had turned against the plan. Whether it was a mere capitalist 
exercise to be opposed, or a 'democratic' strategy to be supported, seemed 
to depend entirely on whether or not the PCF was in government. 

The peF adopted an increasingly anti-technocratic attitude. It thus joined 
forces in the battle of ideas with the Poujadists of the RJght, for whom 
technocrats 'were heartless productivity maniacs who imposed their will on 
others, took orders from foreign trusts, blindly admired America, patronized 
supermarkets, knew only Paris, and drank whisky and Coca N Cola',ll1 There is 
much that is true in this caricature, though the adoption of these positions 
by the French communists led them to cede the crucial concept of modernity 
to their political opponents. To suggest, as they did, that the plan had not 
the slightest intention of abolishing capitalism is quite true, but that must 
have been clear to them from the beginning. Its chief aim was the modern
ization of French capitalism, universally judged to be lacking in the necessary 
competitive spirit with which to face a new era of free trade. The planners' 
central task was 'to threaten, conjure, and cajole the owners of French capital 
into adopting an aggressive marketing stance and into undertaking massive 
investments that might be risky but could pay dividends for the entire 
polity'.112 Whether the rapid economic growth enjoyed by France in the 
successive decades was due to the establishment and development of a 
planning system as some have c1aimed113 

- or whether it was largely 
determined by external circumstances such as the expansion of world trade, 
remains debatable. What is less controversial is that the weak French trade 
unions tnade them marginal to the system. The 'triangular' consultation 
machinery, established to involve the trade unions alongside the employers 
and the representatives of the state, was soon bypassed in favour of informal 
bilateral discussions bet\Veen government and employers. Once they realized 
this, the unions and not only the communist CGT, but also the anti
communist Force Ouvriere (FO) - withdrew from the planning machinery, 

The pattern of nationalization, the paucity of planning, the absence of the 
most rudimentary forms of industrial democracy, demonstrate the massive 
failure of socialists throughout Europe to achieve even the semblance of a 
distinctive policy towards private capital. Unable to abolish capitalism, they 
were reduced to attempting, often unsuccessfully, to improve it by making it 
more efficient, more modern, more 'capitalist'. 

Nationalization, the Left's favoured policy, was far from being a uniquely 
socialist policy. The evidence abundantly supports the view that national
izations occurred for a whole variety of reasons: to modernize, to rationalize, 
to plan, to punish Nazi collaborators (France), to prevent the loss of a 
national asset (Austria), to protect employment, and so on. Achieving a 
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socialist use of the private economy for political ends seemed to have been 
one of the least prominent aims of state ownership. Welfare reforms could 
be conceived as an end in themselves, but nationalizations had originally 
been envisaged as a tool with which to plan economic development. Yet 
where socialists were strong, as in the United Kingdom and the Nordic 
countries, there was little or no planning. In France, where the socialists were 
weak and the Left divided, there was a consistent attempt at planning. In the 
minds of many socialists, nationalizations were seen as the proverbial Good 
Thing, since they brought nearer the form of property relations which most 
closely approximated to socialism: public (state) ownership. For exactly the 
same reason, those on the 'free-market' and conservative side of the political 
spectrum opposed them. Yet the inescapable conclusion must be that 
nationalizations could be an instrument for the modernization and rational
ization of capitalism: they contained costs, increased productivity, facilitated 
the elimination of excess labour. This positive assessment (which does not 
rule out a less sanguine and different one: an instrument for subsidizing high 
wages and high employment) provides no comfort to socialists who believed 
that any policy adopted would have to be justified in terms of whether or 
not, directly or indirectly, it would bring a socialist society nearer. Only those 
who believed in social reforms as an end in themselves had reason to rejoice 
at the recovery and reconstruction of capitalism. A highly efficient and 
profitable capitalist system would make possible a welfare state, redistribution 
of income and greater social opportunities for all. It would not bring any 
nearer a socialist society conceived of as an end-state. But, in 1948, socialism 
as the final aim of the movement was still the one idea which united the 
overwhelming majority of committed socialists and communists in Western 
Europe. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

External Constraints: A Socialist 
Foreign Policy? 

AFTER THE break-up of the international war coalition (1946-47) and the 
development of the East-West conRict, none of the socialist parties - with 
the exception of the German and Italian - had a significantly different foreign 
policy from that of the parties of the centre and centre-right. In 1945 there 
was no existing framework for conducting international relations. The war 
had destroyed the previous system and the new world had not yet emerged. 
It was not then possible to see what later became obvious - namely, that the 
European countries would become marginal in world affairs; that the USA 
would no longer be isolationist; and that the East-West conRict would assume 
the features of a 'Cold War'. The socialist parties could have perhaps tried 
to ,construct this new framework, but they had no international organization, 
no common foreign policy, no instrument of co-ordination. They were 
national parties struggling to make their mark in national politics. When they 
turned to foreign affairs, they embraced the prevailing ideas on the national 
interest. Their supporters clamoured for a 'socialist' foreign policy. But 
clamouring is never enough. There was never a 'socialist foreign policy' or, 
at least, no one knew where to find it or how to make it. 

In theory, anyone of three distinct positions could have been adopted: 
pro-Soviet, pro-American or 'bridge-building' neutralism. In reality, the USSR 
would have been content with a neutralist position, since it did not seriously 
expect outright pro-Sovietism. Neutralism prevailed among the socialist or 
social-democratic parties of Switzerland, Sweden, Finland, Austria, West 
Germany and Italy. In the first four countries neutralism was accepted by all 
the main political parties and was thus not a distinctly socialist position. In 
Austria and Finland neutralism was anyway buttressed by international treaties. 
In Sweden and Switzerland neutrality was the patrimony of all shades of 
opinion; having been maintained throughout two world wars, it was unlikely 
to be abandoned. The remaining two neutralist socialist parties) the Italian 
PSI and the German SPD, were in countries which joined the Atlantic 
Alliance. Thus, their foreign policy was at odds with those of the parties to 
their right. The PSI had adopted neutralism partly in order to strengthen its 
alliance with the communists, the SPD because it hoped it would facilitate 
the reunification of Germany. By the end of the 19 50S, these illusions had 



168 THE CONSTRUCTION OF WELFARE SOCIALISM 

dissipated, and both the PSI and the SPD submitted to the embraces of 
Atlanticism. 

Denmark, Norway and Iceland broke with Nordic solidarity to side with 
'the West' and enter the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The 
pro-NATO attitude of their socialist parties was decisive. Opposition came 
mainly from the communist parties, the left within the socialist parties and, 
in Denmark, from neutralist, non-socialist parties. Danish and Norwegian 
membership of NATO caused such resentment inside the socialist parties 
that the anti-NATO Left eventually seceded in, respectively, 1960 and 1961.1 
~n Norway membership of NATO was passed by the Storting virtually 
unanimously, with the exception of eleven communist and two Labour Party 
deputies.2 Why the socialists of Denmark and Norway behaved so differently 
from those of Finland and Sweden is not easy to surmise. The different 
intensity of socialist anti-communism cannot have been a major factor: the 
Finnish social democrats were more anti-communist than all the others, yet 
remained neutralists. The decisive variable was almost certainly the enduring 
strength of the 'national' factor. Once again, the socialists upheld the pre
vailing view of what the national interest was. The specific geopolitical 
predicament of Finland; the strength of neutralism and the undamaged state 
of the economy in Sweden; the common predicament of Norway and Den
mark during the war (both had been occupied by the Nazis) and their difficult 
post- I 94 5 economic circumstances these led the Nordic countries to take 
differing stands on the great ideological and political schism which pitted 
East against West. Nevertheless, prior to the Cold War, Denmark and Norway 
followed the so-called 'bridge-building' foreign policy option with Sweden 
and Finland. This was taken to mean the adoption of an equidistant position 
from the USA and the USSR in order to harmonize relations between the 
two great powers. The election of the Norwegian Trygve Lie as secretary
general of the UN was regarded as important international recognition of 
this role.3 The assumption underlying the 'bridge-building' policy was that 
the international entente would last for a considerable period and that this 
would ensure the security of the Nordic countries. When the Cold War 
began, Sweden, which had never been invaded, assumed that its security was 
better served by neutralism. Finland assumed that its own security required 
it to have a cautious attitude towards the USSR. Norway and Denmark, both 
invaded in the past by the Germans in spite of their neutrality, abandoned 
this position in favour of Atlanticism. Thus, the origin of foreign policy 
options owes little either to American pressure4 or to the ideology of the 
socialists in power. It is true that, at first, Norway would initially have 
preferred a Nordic alliance with a minimum of Western support, instead of 
direct NATO membership. But negotiations failed because Sweden could 
not accept even a modicum of Atlantic ties,S 

Until the die was cast in 1947, and the Cold War had broken out, the 
socialists could still avail themselves of the luxury of considering alternative 
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positions. After 1947, with the exception of West Germany and Italy, all 
countries which joined NATO did so with the positive encouragement of 
the socialist and social-democratic parties. The idea of a 'socialist' foreign 
policy remained embryonic. 

Before the Cold War the British Labour Left as a whole insisted on what 
it called a 'socialist foreign policy', meaning a policy of friendship with the 
USSR and support for anti-colonialist movements.6 After 1947, pro-Sovietism 
narrowed to become the prerogative of the 'fellow-travelling' fringes of the 
Left.7 For instance) Leslie J. Solley MP wrote in the pages of the communist 
La.botlr MonthlY: 'In my opinion the acid test of our policy is our attitude to 
the USSR.'s The vast majority of the Labour Left, however, 'were driven, 
often reluctantly and a step at a time, to take up anti-Soviet attitudes nearly 
indistinguishable from those of Ernest Bevin's',9 At first the Keep Left group 
led by Richard Crossman fought for the idea of a democratic-socialist 'Third 
Force', independent of both the USA and the USSR, comprising the Com
monwealth and Europe - and with Britain, of course, at its centre, for these 
British neutralists shared with Churchill's Conservatives a vastly inflated view 
of the role and position of Britain in the world. Soon, however, the Labour 
Party, including most of the Keep Left group, rallied to an uncomplicated 
Atlanticism. 

In Italy the majority of the PSI, in spite of repeated pressures from the 
USA and Britain, decided that their common front with the increasingly 
powerful Italian communists made it imperative that they should not adopt 
an anti-Soviet stand. They preferred to advocate Italian neutrality, A dissenting 
minority, led by Giuseppe Saragat and supported by American money, split 
from the party and formed the PSDI (see chapter 5). Clutching the 7 per 
cent of the vote obtained in 1948, it rapidly drifted towards the centre where 
it remained safely ensconced, protected by its anti-communism and its sub
ordination to the DC, until engulfed by the corruption scandals of 1992-94. 

In Germany the SPD leader, !(urt Schumacher, opted for a neutralist 
foreign policy, equidistant from both East and West. This equidistance was 
not ideological: the rejection of the values of Soviet con1munisn1 had been 
made clear by his complete refusal to entertain any notion of a merger with 
the Communist Party in the Eastern zone. Schumacher's policy was based on 
the assumption that the division of Germany was a purely temporary phenom
enon. The SPD thought it could aspire to become the party of German 
unity and reclaim the mantle of the nation, precisely because its tragic and 
tormented history made its own nationalism markedly different from that of 
German militarism. Schumacher believed that only through the socialism of 
the SPD could the Germans recover their national pride and regain the trust 
of the rest of Europe. This combination of socialism and nationalism was 
enshrined in the Hanover Party Congress of 1946 and became the bedrock 
of SPD foreign policy until the late 19505.10 The SPD argued for a distinctive 
and special role. It envisaged that Germany would assume an independent 
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and mediating position between the big power blocs, thereby serving as a 
bridge between East and West. 11 

There is a remarkable contradiction between Schumacher's unquestioned 
commitment to German unity and his seeming lack of concern for the 
predicament of the SPD in East Germany at the time of its forced unification 
with the KPD. By not attempting to forge some sort of compromise, he in 
fact left the East German social democrats at the mercy of the communists. 
With hindsight we know that such a compromise would almost certainly not 
have worked, and that the SPD in the East was doomed. But Schumacher 
did not know that: his entire demeanour was based on the expectation that 
unification was possible. 

Schumacher's nationalism was directed towards the restoration of Ger
many's 1937 borders, which meant including the Saarland, restoring Berlin as 
capital, and not recognizing the Oder-Neisse border with Poland. This 
nationalism may have been a reaction to the fate of the SPD in the Weimar 
period. Then, its practical acceptance of reparation and of the Versailles 
Treaty, as well as the very fact that it was socialist, had marked the party as 
'un-German' in spite of its support for the 1914-18 war and the resolute 
manner in which it fought against separatist aspirations (such as those of the 
Bavarians) during the 1918 Revolution. 12 The SPD also had a powerful 
electoral reason to seek reunification: the bulk of its traditional support \vas 
in Prussia and most of Prussia was now in Poland. 

The SPD, like all other socialist parties, assumed that any advance towards 
socialism had to be on the basis of the nation-state. Of course, Schumacher 
had a broad commitment to Europe. In 1945 he declared that 'Social Demo
cracy cannot conceive of a new Germany as an isolated, nationalistic Germany. 
It cannot think of Germany as anything but a constituent part of Europe.'13 
But this Europe was one of strongly autonomous nation-states, not an 
integrated economic structure. The idea that post-war reconstruction would 
require a growing economic and political interdependence expressed through 
Atlanticism and a 'common market' could not have come from the Left. 

The fact that a commitment to nationalism, even if in a clearly non
bellicose form, could be one of the chief components of post-war West 
German socialism, demonstrates how far these parties, previously members 
of an association called the International, had moved towards the conception 
of 'socialism in one country'. With the possible exception of the French, 
Dutch and Belgian socialists, early upholders of European unity, all the other 
major socialist parties, from Finland and the Scandinavian countries to 
Germany and Britain, were committed to a 'national road to socialism'. In 
this they were at one with all those West European communist parties which, 
at least until 1947, had also asserted their belief in a specific French or 
Italian, Gennan or British 'national' - i.e. non-Soviet - road to socialism. By 
yet another irony of history, the banner of internationalism, or, at least, of 
an aspiration towards some fonn of supra-national system, had passed into 
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the hands of the parties of the Right and the centre. The founding fathers 
of European unity were three conservative politicians, all Catholics and all 
from German-speaking provinces. They were Konrad Adenauer from the 
Rhineland; Robert Schuman, a Frenchman born in Luxemburg; and Alcide 
de Gasperi, an Italian from the South Tyrol. All of them, like all the other 
European saints, thought, first and last, of their own nation-state. 14 

The socialists did as their predecessors had done in those fateful summer 
days of 1914: they soldered their party to the fate of the nation. For Schu
macher and the SPD there was a special problem: the nation in question had 
ceased to exist. By disregarding the depth of the East-West division, and 
assuming the partition of Germany to be ephemeral, they fought a battle 
they could not possibly win. Forty years later, in 1989, Schumacher's dream 
came true and Germany was united again; but by then the SPD had become 
the most Europeanist of the German parties and the least enthusiastic about 
na~ional unity. Evidently, success in politics does not consist in having the 
right ideas, but in having them at the right time. 

The socialist party best placed to develop a distinct foreign policy was the 
British Labour Party, not only because it was actually in government with an 
overall parliamentary majority, but also because it inherited the prestige that 
resulted from the war and a far-flung empire. Britain was neither a peripheral 
country, with merely sectoral foreign policy interests, such as Finland or 
Belgium; nor a defeated nation, with a problem of international credibility, 
such as Germany. The Labour government ruled over a nation still perceived 
as a world power. Beneath this image, however, there was another reality. 
The country resembled an enormous stately home, cold and draughty, which 
required for its upkeep great sacrifices and outside help. But the occupants, 
conscious of their past and of what they had been, preferred not to see what 
they had become, and were unable to imagine what life might be like without 
their possessions and the prestige that went with them. 

Labour's leaders did not assume that their task was to dismantle this 
estate; they wanted to run it better for the benefit of all. They could not 
have had other concerns. Had they not felt a sense of kinship and ownership 
of the land they inherited and its history; had they felt distant and alienated 
from what Britain had come to represent these last three hundred years; had 
they not interiorized the imperial mentality of their predecessors, they prob
ably would not have been at the helm of the nation in 1945. A party 
excessively in advance of its voters never wins elections. 

'Clement Attlee had told the war cabinet in June 1943 that he had no 
intention of presiding over the dissolution of the British Commonwealth, 
and intended to continue 'to carry our full weight in the post-war world with 
the US and the USSR'. 15 The consequence of this was that the construction 
of the welfare state would have to be constrained by the requirements of a 
world role. After Hiroshima such a role dictated the development and 
deployment of atomic weapons. The commitment to develop an independent 
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atomic, and later nuclear, weapons system was undertaken by Attlee and 
Bevin in the utmost secrecy. Most of the cabinet ministers did not know 
anything about it. Those who did, such as Cripps and Dalton, objected on 
the grounds of cost, not principle. 

Attlee's initial position on atomic weapons, expressed in a handwritten 
letter to Truman in September 1945, was that in the atomic age, lasting 
security meant mutual security, and that a new system of international relations 
would have to be developed in which a narrow view of the national interest 
should not prevail: if international affairs were conducted in the same old 
way, 'sooner or later these bombs will be used for mutual annihilation.'16 
This position was soon modified, first by the refusal to share atomic secrets 
with the USSR, then by the belief that only by possessing atomic weapons 
could Britain hope to exercise some influence on the USA and in the world 
at large. There was an implicit distrust of the USA in Attlee's and Bevin's 
belief that it would be politically undesirable to allow them the monopoly of 
such destructive weapons. Britain successfully sought to manufacture the 
bomb which the USA had attempted to deny it through the McMahon Act 
(which made it illegal to pass any classified information to any other country, 
including Britain). By 1949 the British Labour government was close to the 
United States on most issues, from NATO to the Marshall Plan. On atomic 
policy, however, as on British participation in an integrated Europe, they 
were far apart and there was no co-operation. 17 

The main justification for a British bomb was that it would act as a 
deterrent. This has remained the kernel of successive governments' nuclear 
strategies up to the present, but there is little doubt that the possession of 
the bomb was also a question of international prestige. The equation 'A
bomb equals world power status' worked both ways: a great power required 
atomic weapons; but if one had atomic weapons, then it necessarily followed 
that one was a great power. Ernest Bevin felt that it was important to have 
the Union Jack flying over the atomic bomb.ts As Margaret Gowing put it, 
Britain's atomic role was an important factor in obscuring from Britain its 
changed status in the world. 19 

Another point needs to be made here: British atomic policy was one 
added obstacle to the Europeanization of Britain, for it prevented any possible 
Franco-British co-operation, and anything that was an impediment to this 
assisted the development of Franco-German co-operation. 

The bomb acted as a screen against reality, a phallic symbol concealing an 
underlying inadequacy; the empire had no clothes but, thanks to the bomb, 
no one could see its emaciated limbs, let alone its empty stomach. Clearly 
this particular forma mentis was not conducive to a radical departure towards 
unexplored and possibly left-wing foreign policy horizons. While there was 
no socialist blueprint for economic and social policies, a rough strategic 
outline at least existed. In the field of foreign policy, however, there was a 
virtual void. In the Cold War, of course, Britain was a protagonist; it did not 
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endure the situation passively. Ernest Bevin's anti-Sovietism was deeply felt. 
He was more hawkish than at least some of his Foreign Office subordinates 
and had the virtually unquestioned support of his colleagues, although initially 
Attlee himself had favoured a policy of co-operation with the USSR.20 With 
the exception of a tiny pro-communist fringe, there was very little dissent 
within the Labour Party on the twin pillars of the Western alliance: the 
North Atlantic Treaty and the Marshall Plan. 

Acceptance of the Marshall Plan was almost universal among the European 
socialist parties. This is hardly surprising. In 1945 there were perhaps forty 
million uprooted people in Europe.21 Black markets flourished. The economic 
relations between town and country had broken down, one hundred million 
people were being fed at a level of 1,500 calories a day or fewer. Starvation 
in 'many German cities, as well as in Vienna, was not uncommon. 22 In these 
circumstances to reject American aid would have been - to say the least -
politically foolish. 

Marshall Aid gave the USA considerable leverage in European affairs. 
The USA not only had to agree with the European governments on the list 
of goods to be sent as gifts, but also on how the savings thus generated 
would be spent. To accept Marshall Aid meant to accept some form of 
American hegemony. This is why the USSR and its 'allies' could not take 
part in the plan.23 Some, of course, attempted to disguise this reality under 
a flood of rhetoric. Thus, Leon Blum even declared that 'international 
socialism' should be in the forefront of public opinion in accepting the 
plan, because it brought the goal of supra-nationalism that much nearer.24 

At the outset, however, in spite of the considerable advantages of the plan, 
many socialists and not all communists reacted with some diffidence. The 
Norwegian Labour Party initially considered not taking part in the Marshall 
Plan because it feared that it would tie Norway too closely to the USA, 
while arousing the hostility of the USSR. The example of Labour Britain 
was one of the factors which convinced the Norwegians to accept; another 
was their dollar shortage.25 The Finnish social democrats, unlike the Nor
wegians, wanted, at first, to accept the plan. They were backed in this by the 
Finnish communists through their daily paper, Vapaa Sana, which thus 
contradicted the stand taken by Pravda.26 Soviet pressures forced both parties 
to· reject US aid, which had initially been offered to all European countries, 
including the USSR. Other communist parties, such as the Czech and the 
Italian, were very tempted to accept. Luigi Longo, defending the PCI from 
Soviet criticisms at the first meeting of the Cominform, explained that 'our 
enemies wanted to present us as opponents of the granting of aid to Italy'.27 
After all, at first, even Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet foreign minister, did 
not reject the plan outright, but merely asked that the conditions for 
acceptance of the plan be redefined. It would have been a considerable 
embarrassment to the Americans if the Soviet Union had accepted it, since 
its political aim was to halt the advancement of communism in Western 
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Europe. They did not need to fear: all the countries under direct Soviet 
control, plus Finland, rejected Marshall Aid; however, Austria, under partial 
Soviet occupation, did not.28 

The other aim of the plan was to stabilize the Western economies.29 

Whether the plan itself 'saved Europe' economically, as subsequent propa
ganda would have it, is doubtful. The benefits, economically speaking, are 
questionable and have indeed been considerably debated. According to 
Milward, it helped some countries, such as Holland and Austria, more than 
others, such as Belgium, Denmark, Sweden and West Germany (where the 
effects were minimal), with France, Italy and Great Britain in the middle. 
Milward adds: 'it can certainly be said that the idea that the gains achieved 
(by Marshall Aid) were so large as to have shaped the politico-economic 
future of Western Europe is nonsense/30 Charles Maier concurs: 'in quan
titative economic terms American aid amounted to little.,31 

Marshall Aid, however, presents a paradox for both socialists and free 
marketeers. Politically, its aim was the furthering in Europe of 'American 
values' of which 'free' enterprise is the most crucial. It would follow from 
this that it should have been welcomed by free marketeers. The plan, however, 
also implied that the European economies would not have survived had they 
been abandoned to the invisible hand of the market. It was, after all, a plan, 
launched by a state to help other states recover from the war and integrate 
their economies. The 'free market' may have been the desired end, but it was 
not the means. As Ellwood succinctly explained, there was even more than 
production and integration in the plan: 

(It] evolved into a complete model of investment, production and consumption. 
This would transform the ancient battle between reactionary capitalists and revolu· 
tionary workers into a constructive, dynamic relationship, uniting enlightened 
producers and contented consumers. Growth would resolve all the difficulties, 
overcome all the challenges, just as in America.32 

Socialists and their opponents resolved the paradox by the unstated and 
informal agreement to drop their long-term goals socialism and unregulated 
capitalism, respectively. The meeting-point was what Charles Maier has called 
the 'politics of productivity'.33 It was as if both sides had agreed to work for 
growth in the immediate future, postpone conRict over the share of future 
output to the medium term, and let distant ideological goals remain ... 
distant ideological goals. As I<eynes wisely reRected, 'in the long run we are 
all dead.' 

Politically, however, Marshall Aid was part and parcel of the Cold War 
and, as such, represented another step in the long march of the West 
European Left towards making its peace with capitalism. Whether the policy 
of Cold War was right or wrong will be debated endlessly. Did it lengthen 
the period of Soviet rule in Eastern Europe? Would a more benign and less 
bellicose attitude have allowed the USSR to relax its grip over what it 
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considered its 'safety-belt'? Did NATO really protect West European demo
cracy from the devastating embrace of Soviet communism? No conclusive 
evidence could ever be produced to answer these questions. We shall never 
knOw. History remains a highly speculative affair and, as the heroine of 
Northanger Abbry opines, it is odd 'that it should be so dull, for a great deal 
of it must be invention'. What is certain, however, is that on its own Britain 
was not in a position decisively to influence an alternative course for Europe. 
Perhaps a co-ordinated effort on the part of the main European countries 
might have been able to shape a route different from the bipolar road taken 
by the international system; but it is unlikely that these states could have 
found the foresight or the common purpose to undertake it. 

This foresight was certainly not present in. Britain and in the Labour 
Party. When it came to foreign policy, Bevin could provide an intelligent and 
competent understanding of the overall situation packaged in the no-nonsense, 
truculent attitude characteristic of British trade unionists (the proletarian 
equivalent of military bluster).34 Not for nothing was it observed that Bevin 
acted as if he were under the misapprehension that the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics was a breakaway from the Transport and General Workers' 
Union which he had led before the war. Bevin's bullish persona disguised the 
fact that senior officials at the Foreign Office were the chief architects of 
Labour's foreign policy, especially in the early phase of the post-war period.35 

Bevin's successor at the Foreign Office, Herbert Morrison, was utterly 
ignorant of the outside world. The most knowledgeable foreign affairs man 
in the cabinet after Bevin, Hugh Dalton, was more imbued with prejudices 
about foreigners than is normally the case among ministers of the crown: 
not only did he hate all Germans (whom he usually referred to as 'the 
Huns'), but his suggested policy towards Palestine was to deport most of the 
indigenous Arab population, presumably by force. This astonishingly callous 
policy was approved by the 1944 Labour Party Conference without a squeak 
of protest. Dalton's ravings on the matter included 'throwing open Libya or 
Eritrea to Jewish settlement, as satellites or colonies to Palestine'.36 The general 
assutnptions in the Labour Party were the Churchillian ones that Atlanticism 
could be based on a special us-ur< relationship, that no obstacle should be 
raised to European integration as long as Britain was not a part of it, and 
that the Empire-Commonwealth had to be preserved in some form or other. 
Bevin had the odd moment of uneasiness about the 'special relationship' 
with the USA; but it was based on national pride not on politics: 'We find 
ourselves at times irked at the role of junior partner ... nevertheless ... the 
partnership is worth the price', he claimed in February 1947.37 Bevin's own 
global strategy was based on an imperial vision of Britain leading the colonies 
and a group of West European countries to act independently of the two 
superpowers.38 The harsh realities of politics forced him to discard this 
aspiration. A small group of left-wingets, such as Barbara Castle, Michael 
Foot and Richard Crossman thought that the future lay in a socialist-led 
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Europe.39 But the majority of the party either oscillated between little 
Englandism and imperialism, or were both little Englanders and imperialists. 
Others were just mindless patriots like the minister for fuel and power, and 
later minister of defence, Emmanuel Shinwell. 

The twin pillars of Labour foreign policy were anti-Europeanism and pro
Americanism. The first was exemplified by Labour's scorn for the Schuman 
Plan (which would lead to the setting up of the European Coal and Steel 
Community, the first major step towards the EEC) , condemned by the 
'intellectual' organ of the Left, the New Statesman, as a conspiracy headed by 
French and Getman industrialists and the Pope,40 The pro-American strand 
was typified by sending two brigades to back the US over Korea, and by 
increasing defence spending even though this could be met only by the 
introduction of prescription charges in the National Health Service.41 As 
Gaitskell wrote in his diary, 'we could hardly start arguing with the Chiefs of 
Staff about what was essential and what was not essential.'42 By 1950-51 
Labour Britain was spending more per capita on defence than the USA.43 

The commitment to a major international role for Britain was never really 
questioned by Labour leaders, or indeed anyone else, even abroad, with a 
very few exceptions. Left-wingers like Michael Foot, who never doubted that 
Great Britain was truly 'great', declared in the House of Commons in 1945: 
'Britain stands today at the summit of her power and glory and we hold that 
position because today, following the election, we have something to offer.'44 
It was assumed that being a world power gave one the possibility of being 
also a welfare state. In reality, the world role constrained the welfare ambitions. 
Colonies, as long as they were quiet, could be proh table. To maintain troops 
in Germany and elsewhere was crippling. Those who, like Correlli Barnett, 
seek to demonstrate that the development of the welfare state was a luxury 
the country could not afford, and that its construction was the cause of 
Britain's subsequent decline and inability to keep up with its overseas com~ 
petitors, fail to examine seriously the parallel case - namely that by the same 
token, Britain's imperial role had become too expensive for an offshore island 
in a world divided between two superpowers, While food was rationed in 
Britain (but not - for instance - in defeated Italy), the Labour government 
had to find the currency to pay for the British zones in Germany and Austria; 
the troops stationed in Egypt, Palestine, Trieste and Greece; the re-occupation 
of Burma, Malaya and Hong Kong; the contributions to pay for UNRRA 
work; and the financing of the large debts contracted abroad in the sterling 
area. It is only in the last page of his book that Correlli Barnett eloquently 
points out: 

[the] New Jerusalem was not the only wartime fantasy to beguile the British from 
a cold, clear vision of their true post~war priorities. Their political leaders and the 
governing Establishment ... simply could not accept that British power had 
vanished amid the stupendous events of the Second World War and that the era 
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of imperial greatness that had begun with Marlborough's victories had now in
eluctably closed.45 

That world role (Barnett calls it a 'hallucination,) acted as a fundamental 
constraint which shaped both domestic policies through the balance of 
payments, and external policies by foreclosing the only real option the country 
had left: an uninhibited commitment towards Europe. The alternative was 
pursued by the other 'great' imperial country in decline, France, whose 
geographical position at the heart of the continent and on the borders with 
Germany made it necessary to temper whatever ambitions it still possessed 
in the colonies with a more realistic appraisal of its Europeanness. London 
was left pursuing a special relationship with the USA which Washington 
never took seriously, except in so far as the White House 'needed the evidence 
acceptable to Congress and the American public that the "free world" wanted 
to be saved'.46 Great Britain appeared increasingly as a half-discarded mistress 
kept in genteel existence by the odd hand-out absentmindedly dispensed. 
Paris, on the other hand, while far less enlightened in its attitude to the 
colonies, and soon to be engaged in unwinnahle colonial wars, was at least 
able to determine after 1948 that a special relationship with defeated Germany 
would be the basis of its future foreign policy. Labour's incapacity to delineate 
its own external relations became, with the passing of time, increasingly 
pronounced. 

Trotsky'S famous comment on becoming the first Soviet foreign minister 
(~I will issue a few revolutionary proclamations to the peoples of the world 
and then shut up shop'),47 epitomizes the con1placent attitude of many 
socialists in the delicate field of foreign policy. Of all terrains of political 
decision-making, foreign affairs is the one in which the government is least 
accountable, the opposition least effective, public opinion most ignorant, and 
secrecy most intense - the ideal situation for ministers. This is especially true 
of the stuff of which the fortunes of diplomatic historians are built: great 
international crises. However, tomorrow's international emergency is always 
the unforeseen result of earlier events which allowed the as yet unperceived 
crisis to develop and unfold. During the actual emergency it often appears 
as if politicians are in full control. Crisis-management thus becomes the 
business of the chosen few: the prime minister or president, the foreign 
secretary, one or two advisers, one or two envoys. Personalities dominate. 
They assemble, they confront each other, they decide, they respond, they 
negotiate. Or so it seems, because the reality, as usual, differs from ap
pearances: nothing ever turns out the way one thought it should or would. 
There is little apprenticeship involved. One learns, if at all, on the job. The 
socialists who were in power had to learn the hard way how little they were 
in control of events - even, or especially, in the field of foreign affairs. 

In August 1945, a few weeks after gaining office, the British Labour 
government was forced to confront this shocking truth, finding itself in a 
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frightening economic situation. The assumption that the USA would prolong 
the Lend Lease agreement turned out to be mistaken. On 17 August 1945 
President Truman, by abruptly terminating Lend Lease, left Britain almost 
bankrupt. During the war the UK had lost 28 per cent of its entire national 
wealth.48 Keynes, in a memorandum to Dalton, wrote that the country needed 
over £1,000 million-worth of imports to maintain wartime consumption. 
Without a loan the welfare state promised by Labour could not be financed. 
A senior Treasury official, Richard W. B. Clarke, was commissioned in 
February 1946 to write a report on what to do if the US Congress rejected 
the loan. He concluded that 'it would force us willy-nilly to cut our overseas 
commitments which would radically affect the world political balance.'49 
Keynes added a minute to the report, which was sent to the cabinet on 2.2. 

February: '1 should be inclined to highlight still more than (Clarke) has that 
the main reaction of the American loan must be on our military and political 
expenditure overseas.' Rough calculations followed these words, and he then 
added: 

Thus, it comes out in the wash that the American loan is primarily required to 
meet the political and military expenditure overseas. If it were not for that, we 
could scrape through without excessive interruption of our domestic programme 
if necessary by drawing largely on our reserves ... The main consequence of the 
failure of the loan must, therefore, be a large-scale withdrawal on our part from 
international responsibilities. 50 

It appeared that the American loan could allow the Labour government to 
avoid having to decide between the welfare state and a world role. Keynes 
had naively and mistakenly assumed that the US would be generous; as if 
congressmen from the backwoods of Iowa and Idaho were likely to inform 
their electors that their tax money would finance the nationalization and 
welfare plans of a socialist government in far-away England. 51 After ex
asperating negotiations, instead of the virtually free gift expected, Keynes got 
less than he had hoped for - and at a price. Interests had to be paid, and 
Britain also agreed to reduce its imperial preference scheme and liberalize 
trade. In addition, there was to be an early return to sterling convertibility 
into dollars. 52 The likelihood of an independent foreign policy had dwindled 
to zero. By 1947 it had become apparent that Britain could not cope with 
the level of overseas commitments which had been expected of it. The 
ensuing cancellation of aid to Turkey and Greece compelled the USA to 
become the supreme bastion of Western interests against communism. This 
led directly to the promulgation of the Truman Doctrine, the cardinal policy 
statement of the Pax Americana. 

The French too sought an American loan. Soon after the British delegation 
had returned to London clutching its borrowed dollars, the veteran socialist 
Prime Minister Leon Blum, accompanied by Jean Monnet, went to Washing
ton. They knew they were going to .get much less than the British. The 
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Americans had made it clear that the loan to the UK was to be treated as 
a special case because of the distinctive position of Britain in international 
trade.53 The main US condition for the $650 million loan the French did 
obtain consisted in an undertaking to move rapidly towards free trade. The 
option of economic development under protective tariffs was now barred to 
France.54 For France the only alternative was how to make a decisive move 
towards the policy of European economic interdependence Monnet had been 
advocating. 

It is probably ahistorical to expect the Labour leaders to have had a 
distinctive 'socialist' foreign policy in a field so fraught with difficulties as 
that of the developing Cold War, though one might have expected them to 
devise a foreign policy which could somehow be distinguished from that of 
th~ Conservatives. When it came to the empire, however, it could reasonably 
be presumed that socialists would have held clear views. This was not so: 
neither the French nor the British Left had given the matter serious con
sideration. Their attitude towards the colonies seemed to be 'hold on to 
them if you can'. In France, the parties of the Left did not mention the 
question of the colonies in their manifestos for the general election of 
October 1945; the future of the empire seemed to concern only a few right
wingers and the occasional Christian democrat. 55 As if by common accord, 
the British Labour Party's election manifesto of 1945, Let Us Face the Future, 
was equally silent on the subject of the British Empire. Yet the years 1945-
5 I were a watershed in imperial history: the empire in the Indian subcontinent 
was dismantled, resulting in a change in the nature of the Commonwealth, 
and paving the way for later decolonization in Africa, the Caribbean and the 
Pacific.56 

As far as the Labour Party's intentions could be judged from its conference 
resolutions and other statements, it appeared to oppose withdrawal from the 
colonies. Instead, it favoured preserving the Commonwealth in its traditional 
form - that is, the 'white Commonwealth based on the Ottawa system of 
in1perial preference. The colonies were to be developed or, in the case of 
India, allowed an indigenous government with close military and econon1ic 
ties with the United I<.ingdom. 57 Not only did this ambition fail, but the 
Labour government continued to exploit colonies that were politically unable 
to' defend their own interests, with serious repercussions for their economic 
and social welfare.58 There was an unjust and unfair use of the sterling area 
to support the pound and the British balance of trade. The effect of this was 
that net dollar earners - such as the Gold Coast (now Ghana) and Malaya 

could not llse their dollars to buy the goods they wanted olltside the 
sterling areas. As Britain was not able to supply them, these dependencies 
were forced to hold a large surplus of sterling balances. In practice this was 
the same as lending to Britain at low rates of interest. 

The Labour government also succeeded in maintaining trading relationships 
which ensured that it could buy the produce of the colonies at below world 
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prices. Finally, the manipulation of investment and development projects in 
the colonies was designed to suit British, rather than colonial, interests. The 
Labour government rationed all colonial borrowing in the City on the grounds 
that the British economy had to have priority because of the devastation it 
had suffered during the war as if the three years of Japanese occupation 
in Malaya, and the scorched-earth policy Malaya had endured when the British 
pulled out in 1942., had not been far worse than anything suffered during the 
blitz. 59 The currency structure of the colonial territories was based on a 100 
per cent reserve in London. Thus the colonies could not even use their own 
savings to finance their development.6o In fact, the colonies became Britain's 
main source of 'dollar earning' and they were used to help overcome the two 
main financial crises of the 19405: the convertibility crisis of 1947 and the 
devaluation crisis of 1949.61 The government's use of colonial resources to 
resolve the country's financial crisis cannot be explained in terms of idealistic 
politicians being out-manoeuvred by hard-headed civil servants; those in 
favour of a coherent development policy which would benefit the economy 
of the colonies would have received the solid backing of the Colonial Office 
and its minister, A. Creech Jones. Creech Jones himself, it should be added, 
loyally justified what was obviously a sorry record in a collection of essays 
he edited. In his own contribution he explained that socialist colonial policies 
could not be implemented because, 'in practice a socialist Secretary of State 
is limited in his exercise of authority. His powers to export "socialism" were 
very restricted', and there were 'historic responsibilities', and 'treaty obliga~ 
tions'. 'Cliches about imperialism and colonialism' were inadequate, because 
'much of what is wrong in under-developed societies comes because of the 
poverty of nature and the backwardness of people.' And, anyway, 'colonies 
... cannot be administered from London.' In 1945, 'conditions were not ripe' 
for British withdrawal. This veritable apologia by one of the weakest secretaries 
of state to run the Colonial Office62 concluded by asserting - in defiance of 
the evidence he had offered in the preceding pages and the indictment made 
by Balogh in the very same collection which Creech Jones had edited, but 
perhaps not read - that Labour had a 'coherent' and 'remarkably consistent' 
colonial policy: 'Labour did not wait on events and stumble and fumble with 
no over-all conception of principle or purpose or of where it was going.'63 

Rita Hinden, the formidable secretary of the Fabian Colonial Bureau, had 
understood that there was a structural contradiction between Labour's colonial 
policies of development prior to independence and domestic welfare policies. 
The British electorate wanted cheap food and hence cheap colonial imports 
at the expense of colonial standards of living. From the colonies' point of 
view, the best defence would have been autonomy or independence, but this 
was never on the cards.64 The anti-colonialist feelings which prevailed in so 
much Labour Party rhetoric were not a cynical manoeuvre designed to disguise 
a policy of plunder. The words so ardently expressed were genuine but, on 
the whole, they emanated from internationalists who were neither in govern~ 
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ment, nor in charge of colonial policy. Devoid of contingency plans, the 
Labour government lurched from crisis to crisis. Attention was paid to 
colonial problems only when it was imperative to do so - that is, when there 
was an effective anti-colonial struggle. The consequence of not having any 
clear strategy is that one is propelled forward by events, as was the case with 
the de colonization of India; or kept within the confines of traditional policies, 
as was the case with the African and Caribbean colonies. The British did not 
leave India because the Labour government thought that this was what a 
socialist government should do. India obtained independence because it was 
far too expensive, both politically and economically, for the British to remain. 
This is not to refuse credit to Labour's policy. After all, as the French and 
the Americans proved in Indochina, politicians are at times willing to pay an 
astonishingly high political and economic price in pursuit of unattainable and 
un.desirable ends. Attlee, one of his party's two experts on India - the other 
was Stafford Cripps behaved, in the circumstances, in an extremely adroit 
manner. He may be criticized for the haste with which he accomplished his 
task, or for his underestimation of the strength of Islamic nationalism. But 
any other Labour leader would have made even greater mistakes. 65 Bevin, for 
instance, in full imperial flight of rhetoric, wrote to Attlee begging him not 
to 'knuckle under at the first blow'.66 As for the Conservatives, it can be 
convincingly argued that, under Churchill, Britain would have taken much 
longer to extricate itself from the Indian imbroglio. 

The French government, even when it contained both socialists and 
communists, had nothing remotely approaching an anti-colonial mentality. 
Though the claim that all French political parties were pro-imperialist may 
be an overstatement, decolonization was not their objective. It was recognized 
that the empire needed reforming for a number of reasons: there were 
nationalist movements which had to be placated, France was weak, and 
American anti-colonialist public opinion could not be ignored.67 

The PCP tempered its anti-colonialism in order to establish its credentials 
as a patriotic party and thus declared, in January 1944, that the French 
Republic, with its metropolitan and overseas territories, is 'one and in
divisible'.68 The French communists remembered anti-colonialism only when 
they were out of power and at odds with the socialists i.e. before 19;6, 
between 1939 and 1941, and a fter 1947. As for the socialis ts 0 f the SFIO, 
they justified their growing hostility towards Vietnamese nationalism with 
the excuse that it went against the new principles of internationalism and 
world federalism. Frotn this grand vista the nationalism of the Vietnamese 
(but not that of the French) could be stigmatized, at the J 944 SFIO Congress, 
as an ideology which 'would keep the overseas peoples in the grip of backward 
feudalism or agitators in the pay of foreign powers',69 and, at the 1947 
Congress, as a reactionary position. 70 

For the French even more than for the British the preservation of the 
empire was a ,vay of reasserting France's international role. The British could 
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fool themselves with the idea of a special relationship with the USA. The 
French, Gaullists as well as socialists, could not hope or wish for a similar 
advantage; moreover, they were worried that there might really be an 
international entente between the Anglo-Saxon countries at their expense.71 

In France, anti-Americanism was not the prerogative of the socialist or 
communist Left. The most prestigious newspaper, the newly created Le Monde, 
was from the beginning staunchly neutralist,72 The French suspected that 
they could not expect a return to the imperial status quo ante bellum, but they 
hoped that they could delay as long as possible, and by force if necessary, 
decolonization, ensuring that it would proceed at a snail's pace or not at all, 
and always in the interests of France. 

The consequences were disastrous. The French socialists, almost un
interruptedly in government until 1951, found themselves entangled in a 
costly and lengthy war in Indo-China, whence France emerged defeated and 
humiliated in 1954, after General Nguyen Giap's Vietminh troops had routed 
the French forces at Dien Bien Phu. 

Colonialism gripped Holland too, a country where imperial pretensions 
might appear even more ludicrous than those of France. At first, it looked 
as if American pressures might lead the socialist-led government to abandon 
the Dutch East Indies (Indonesia). The US were keen that the Dutch should 
not waste precious resources in Asia when they ought to be sharing responsi
bility for West European defence against the USSR. Then Washington began 
to relent: it appeared that the anti-colonialist movement in Java was 
communist-inspired. Perhaps Dutch colonial policies should be supported. 
When the Indonesian nationalists, led by Achmed Sukarno, brutally put down 
their communist allies in 1948, they acquired legitimacy in the eyes of the 
Americans. An anti-communist regime could be safely established in Djok
jakarta, terminating Dutch imperial pretensions in Asia.73 As R. F. Holland 
has pointed out, the Americans, by ensuring the ousting of the Dutch from 
their colonies in 1949, did them a favour, forcing them to concentrate on 
Europe.74 This was done much more by the Catholic and Liberal members 
of the coalition government than by the Dutch socialists of the PvdA, who 
provided the prime minister, Willem Drees, from 1948 to 1958, but never 
the foreign minister.7s For most of this time the PvdA with the exception 
of a small group of advocates of federalism - took no interest in foreign 
affairs and was content to demonstrate its general reliability by a pronounced 
anti-communism. 

Well after the sun had definitively set on their worldly empires, the British 
and French Left would remain divided on the issue of European integration. 
French socialists were quick to embrace the ideals of Europeanism, while the 
British joined them in the early 1990s, and even then with some reservations. 
;But how 'European' were the French? 

Every party has in its ideological armoury various ideals which it parades 
whenever they appear to be required. These ideals may be sincerely held by 
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some of the leaders and activists but, as they are of little practical value, no 
one expects them to he implemented and therefore no one ever thinks them 
through. Occasionally, however, these views turn out to be exceedingly useful 
in providing the ideological backbone for policies which might otherwise not 
spark much enthusiasm. This was the case with the European ideal within 
French socialism. One of its antecedents was the world federalist view held 
by Leon Blum and others in the 192.05 and 1930S, and reiterated during the 
war in Blum's celebrated book, A I'echelle humaine. As the vision of a world 
government receded, the European perspective grew in importance. By the 
end of 1943 the SFIO was increasingly committed to a united Europe with 
Germany as an acceptable member within a global security system. These 
ideas were firmly opposed by de Gaulle. He was joined in this by the French 
communists, who declared with Gaullist grandiloquence at their Central 
Committee meeting on 25 April 1944 that the United States of Europe would 
mean the abandonment of national sovereignty, and that 'the independence 
of France and the restoration of its grandeur, sacred vow of all our heroes, 
must be the leading principle of the future foreign policy of the country'.76 

The SFIO approached the question of European unity not in order to 
overcome the narrow confines of the nation-state, but as the continuation of 
national French policy. After the 1914-18 conflict, the objective of French 
foreign policy was the isolation of Germany. In 1945 this had not changed. 
However, after the division of Germany and the beginning of the Cold War, 
the destruction of German industrial power and the establishment of French 
control over German steel by the economic annexation of the Saar were no 
longer possible. A strong West Germany was required for the containment 
of the USSR. Treating it as an outcast was now an impossible goal for any 
pro-Western party, including the SFIO. It is at this stage that the old Euro
peanist ideals were revived and given a new shape. France turned to Europe 
'to escape from a situation in which she remained preoccupied with the 
German problem, subordinate to Britain and powerless vis·J·vis the USA'.77 

Given these constraints, France agreed to surrender some of its sovereignty 
on political and military grounds. Its primary goal became that of achieving 
the largest possible measure of interdependence between Germany and its 
neighbours.78 French economic policy went \vith the grain of its foreign 
policy. Monnet's modernization plan was not conceived in isolation from 
international economic relations. On the contrary, its chief aim was 'to create 
a framework for the European economy in which the reconstruction and 
modernization of France could be achieved'.79 The Monnet Plan had tied the 
reconstruction of France to that of Germany. As Alan Milward has shrewdly 
put it, 'The Schuman Plan was called into existence to save the NIonnet 
Plan.'80 This is not surprising: the real originator of the Schuman Plan was 
Jean Monnet. The key to French recovery was access to the coal and coke 
resources of the Ruhr. This could be achieved either by a ferocious anti
German policy, which would deprive German industrialists of these resources, 
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or by the revival of the German economy in the context of European 
economic interdependence. The second alternative - the integration of the 
French and German steel and coal industries - prevailed. The basis of the 
Paris-Bonn axis, and therefore of the European Community, thus rested on 
the recognition by France that Germany could not be destroyed. 81 The 
Franco~German entente remained the central co-ordinate of French foreign 
policy throughout the Fourth and Fifth Republics. European integration and 
interdependence owe their origin to the requirements of the nation-state, and 
to the tradition of the national interest, not to the ideals of socialist inter
nationalism. 

The British were never properly consulted over the Schuman Plan and 
were presented, much to their dismay, with a fait accompli, partly as retaliation 
by the French for having been kept in the dark over British devaluation, and 
partly because Monnet thought, rightly, that the British would block, delay or 
sabotage the proposals. Of course, there was no visible immediate British 
national interest in the integration of UK coal and steel. With hindsight it 
would have enabled Britain to participate in the construction of a European 
Community at its inception; but few people could have had such foresight 
at the time. The French and German interests in the matter were visible 
from the start: the French feared German recovery, the Germans wanted to 
establish an internationally acceptable context for economic recovery. Note, 
however, that the SPD too had rejected the Schuman Plan on the grounds 
that this measure, taken before the reunification of the country, would deepen 
its division.82 

The Labour Party's overall coolness towards the Schuman Plan did not 
include any rejection of the idea of European unity. On the whole, European 
unity was seen as a Good Thing provided it did not include Britain which, 
not being 'in Europe', could not be part of any move towards European 
integration. That much transpired from the Labour Party pamphlet The Labour 
Parry and European Uniry, written by Denis Healey, then in charge of the 
International Department, which was directed against supra~nationalism and 
the Coal and Steel Community.83 In fact, in 1950, both the Labour Party 
National Executive Committee and its annual Conference supported the 
Schuman Plan, with the proviso that it should be modified in a 'socialist 
direction', which meant public ownership of steel and full employment.84 

Since no concrete indication was ever given as to what such modifications 
might be, one is left to surmise that Conference's intentions, in this as in 
other matters, were not to be taken seriously. 

As for the Labour government, as distinct from the Labour Party, rejection 
of British integration into Europe was justified in terms of nothing prejudicing 
the discharge of its responsibilities towards the Empire/Commonwealth.8S 

Like the USA, the British Labour government had contradictory policies. 
The USA wanted a thriving, stable and integrated Western Europe able to 
stand up to communism. The UK wanted a special partnership with the 
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USA, but did not want to make European integration one of its foreign 
policy objectives. To do so would necessarily mean abandoning the empire. 
But the USA did not want Britain to dismantle its defence and imperial 
commitments: 'This would mean that serious vacuums would be created in 
other areas, which could be most embarrassing to us and cause us many 
headaches .... Some of these vacuums are ones we might have to fill. This 
could cost far more than ... aid to Britain at this time.'86 

There was only one specifically 'socialist' justification for Labour's anti
Europeanism, a succinct version of which can be found in a memorandum 
drafted by Ernest Davies, Bevin's parliamentary private secretary: 

Maintenance of the welfare state and a planned economy to ensure maximum 
production, full employment and a fairer distribution of the national income are 
among the chief aims of Labour's economic policy. There must therefore be 
complete freedom to plan, and power to control production, investment, prices 
and distribution of goods in short supply, all of which means that the preservation 
of Socialist democracy necessitates a closed economy.87 

The belief that Britain was well advanced on the road to socialism, and that 
any supra-national constraints of a federalist nature would block further 
development, became the bedrock of Labour's foreign policy towards Europe. 
It would take well over thirty years and repeated electoral defeats to shake 
the Labour Party out of such absurdity. But in the rest of Western Europe 
no distinctive socialist foreign policy emerged. The possibility of a 'third 
way' Europe, which avoided subordination to the USA while remaining firmly 
opposed to the Soviet Union, was confined to the fringes and could be easily 
caricatured as 'the policy of a little grey home in the West for pinks scared 
white by the reds',88 





PART THREE 

Towards Revisionism 19 50 - 60 





CHAPTER EIGHT 

The Golden Age of Capitalism 

IN 1945 capitalism in Europe appeared to be in mortal danger. It had been 
ousted by the Red Army in most of Central and Eastern Europe - including 
on.e-quarter of Germany. In Western Europe it seemed about to undergo a 
less painful but equally decisive dismissal at the hands of socialist parties. By 
1949, however, capitalism in the West was well on the way to recovery even 
though socialist parties, on their own or with allies, were still in charge of the 
governments of all democratic West European states except for West Ger
many and Italy. By 1960 socialists were in power only in Norway and Sweden, 
and in coalition with the Christian democrats of the OVP - in Austria. 

In democratic Europe the configuration of socialist political influence in 
government throughout the 1950S can be broadly summarized as follows. 

In four major countries France, Germany, Italy and Great Britain - the 
Left wielded no power at all. In Britain the Labour Party \vas defeated in the 
elections of 195 I, 1955 and 1959; in Germany the SPD suffered the same 
fate in 1953 and 1957. In Italy the PSI remained in opposition throughout 
the decade as did, of course, the French and Italian communists - while 
the SFIO was in a coalition government only between July 1950 and July 
1951 and again between 195 6 and 195 8. 

In the three Scandinavian countries social democracy continued to domin~ 
ate. In Norway the DNA ruled with an absolute majority in Parliament. In 
Sweden the SAP had the support of the Agrarian Party from 1951 to 1957 
and was able to rule without it afterwards. In Denmark the social democrats 
depended on the votes of liberal parties of the centre, but continued to 
prevail as the leading government party. 

In the remaining smaller countries, though the Left never dominated, it 
was seldom entirely excluded from power: as we have seen, the Austrian 
SPO was locked in coalition with the GVP. In Holland, Belgium and Finland 
socialists were in coalition for most of the 19 50S, though by 1960 they were 
in opposition. 

The perfortnance of the communist parties everywhere was dismal except 
in Italy, France and Finland, where they retained a substantial following. 
Some of these parties showed minute electoral improvements: the PCI from 
22.6 per cent in 1953 to 22.7 per cent in 1958; the Finnish communists from 
21.6 per cent in 195 I to 23.3 per cent in 1958. But the PCF declined from 
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2.5.9 per cent in 1951 to 19.2. per cent in 1958. Put in perspective these 
results are fairly creditable: the 19 50S was a period of great difficulty for 
what was left of West European communism: the crushing of the workers' 
unrest in the DDR (East Germany) and Poland, the invasion of Hungary, 
the denunciation of Stalin at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet Communist 
Party were so many body-blows to the prestige of international communism. 
To these difficulties, mainly self-inflicted, should be added the discrimination 
and persecution communist parties suffered in most countries. In 1956 the 
West German Communist Party (Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands -
KPD) was outlawed. In France demonstrations were frequently banned and, 
on one occasion in 1952., Jacques Duclos, the PCF's deputy leader, was 
arrested and spent two months in prison on trumped-up charges.1 The French 
electoral system was modified in 195 I with the specific intention of dis
criminating against the communist and Gaullist opposition: the new law had 
'only few and shamefaced defenders'.2 The outcome was that in 19P the 
PCF returned ninety-seven deputies to the National Assembly with over 2.5 
per cent of the vote, while the socialists had ninety-four deputies with only 
14.5 per cent and the MRP had eighty-two deputies with half the share of 
the vote of the PCF. In cantonal elections the PCF was even more grossly 
under-represented.3 In Italy a similar attenlpt to modify the electoral system 
failed. But communist activists were sacked from factories or moved to the 
most unpleasant jobs, and hundreds of people were arrested and tried for 
selling communist newspapers on the streets.4 The jaundiced view Western 
communists had of 'bourgeois' democracy had some substance. 

As for the socialist parties, their marked decline in political power (as 
measured by their participation in government) cannot be attributed to the 
electorate's verdict. Indeed, as Table 8. I demonstrates, support for the main 
parties of the Left remained remarkably steady. 

The fundamental reason for the loss of power of the parties of the Left 
must be ascribed to their inability or unwillingness to enter into coalitions 
with the other parties. Loss of electoral support had very little to do with the 
passage to opposition at the end of the decade of the Belgian, Dutch, Finnish 
and French socialists. The British Labour Party's exclusion from power is 
only in part to be attributed to elections: they 'won' the 195 I elections in 
percentage terms and lost their majority in the House of Commons only 
because of an unfavourable distribution of votes. It is true that in Germany 
the SPD performed poorly, electorally speaking, but its main problem was 
that the other main parties did not regard it as sufficiently legitimate to 
become a coalition partner. 

It was as if the Zeitgeist had moved away from the Left. The idea that 
post-war reconstruction would have to proceed along the strongly inter
ventionist lines favoured by the Left had given way to fat" more widely held 
pro-market views. 

This shift was only in part due to the ideology of the Cold War. The 
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Table 8.1 Social-democratic, socialist and labour parties' share of the vote, 19,0-60 (%) 

1950 195 1 1952. 1953 1954 1955 19,6 1957 195 8 1959 1960 

Austria 42.·1 43.0 44.8 

Belgium 35 ·5 38.7 37. I 
Denmark 39.6 4°·4

a 
39·4 42 • l 

41.3 
Finland 16·5 26.2. 23. 1 

France 14·5 14·9 .u.8 

Holland 29.0 32.·7 30 -4 
Italy IZ·7 14·3 
Norway 46.7 48,3 
Sweden 46.0 44.6 46.1- 47.8 
UK 46.1 48.8 46.4 43·9 
West Germany 28.8 31.8 

Note: a There were two elections in Denmark in 1953. 

revival of pro-capitalist ideas in the 19 50S had a clear material basis in the 
very considerable success of capitalism itself. A 'golden age' appeared to 
have dawned in which economic growth in the advanced countries surpassed 
all historical precedents. The sorry record of capitalism in the inter-war years 
receded from collective memory. Capitalism appeared to be able to deliver 
growth, employment and rising purchasing power. Angus Maddison has shown 
that the annual average growth rate in the period 1950-73 was more than 
twice as high as that of previous and subsequent periods (182.0-7°, 1870-
1913, 1913-50 and 1973-79).5 The main causes of this formidable growth 
were luck plus as Maddison explains the development of free trade in 
the international sphere, government policies that promoted domestic demand 
and held down inflation, and a backlog of growth possibilities which made 
the advanced economies highly responsive to high levels of demand,6 

The development of free trade, actively pursued by the USA, encouraged 
export~led growth in the defeated countries of Germany, Italy and Japan. It 
faCilitated the increase of American investment in Europe and the transfer of 
technology from the USA, the country which had, at the time, the highest 
level of productivity per capita. 

The free movement of labour within and between countries was of decisive 
importance.7 Labour migration permitted a large degree of flexibility in the 
labour force. Resident workers who had benefited from education and welfare 
policies and wanted to improve their expectations could move into higher 
productivity and better paid jobs. The positions they vacated could be filled 
by a migrant labour force far less demanding in terms of wages and working 
conditions. The existence of a large pool of migrant labour seeking employr 
n1ent was objectively anti-inflationary: it contained average wage increases 
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not only in assembly-line manufacturing, but also in the 'infrastructure' 
sectors, such as transport and housing. This meant that overall costs (both 
social and private) were lower than they would otherwise have been. It 
permitted the pursuit of policies of 'full employment' (that is, the full 
employment of the resident labour force). 

The new workers were overwhelmingly young males unencumbered by 
families. This made their demands on welfare services minimal in comparison 
with those of the resident labour force. They were not old and thus not in 
need of a pension; not disabled or chronically ill and thus not in need of 
medical care; not too young and thus not in need of special care or schooling. 
The first wave of immigrants contributed a great deal more to the national 
economy than they ever took from it. 

As in previous 'golden ages' of capitalism, the growth of the late 1950S 
and 1960s was due in no small part to the transformation of rural workers 
into proletarians.s From the point of view of the capitalist order, this 'new' 
workforce, originating mainly from the former colonies, Southern Europe 
and the north of Africa, was ideal: its labour was cheap, its demand on the 
welfare state insignificant, its housing needs could be virtually ignored, and 
its political rights were inadequate. It is true these workers' presence eventually 
led to grave social tensions for which they bear little or no teponsibility. But 
this cannot disguise their contribution to the stabilization and success of 
capitalism. Finally, one should note that in the 19 50S the major international 
source of migrant labour was Europe, and not what would later be called the 
~hird World. Britain 'exported' 2.2 million people, Germany I.5 million and 
Italy I. 3 million. In the 19505 just under five million people left Europe for 
the USA, Australia, Argentina and Brazi1.9 This meant that any excess of 
indigenous labour could be safely siphoned off to countries hungry for labour. 
The greatest beneficiary of this export/import of labour was West Germany. 
It was by far the largest net importer of labour, followed, at a great distance, 
by Sweden. West Germany was the recipient of the steady stream of highly 
skilled economic and political refugees from the DOR, and from the former 
German-speaking territories of Poland and Czechoslovakia. By 1950 there 
were eight million so-called Heimatvertriebene ('expelled from their homeland') 
in West Germany, of whom two million had come from Silesia, 1 -4 million 
from East Prussia, one million from Pomerania and Brandeburg, two million 
from the Sudetenland, and 1.5 million from other parts of Europe. To these 
must be added 2..6 million refugees from the DDR.IO This influx of labour 
kept German average wages well below what they would otherwise have 
been. 

In other countries, the size of the foreign labour force grew, while that of 
indigenous labour diminished. This was due to the fact that more young 
people stayed in education and therefore delayed their entry into the work
force, while decent pensions ensured that the elderly would stop working at 
around sixty-five years of age. The main social transformation of the 19 50S, 
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namely the exodus from the countryside to the towns, also meant that the 
size of the female working population was almost certainly reduced since its 
participation rate in rural work was higher than in manufacturing; furthermore, 
the growth in the wages of the male industrial worker made it possible for 
his wife to dispense with paid employment. Welfare policy was not designed 
to modify the financial dependence of women, but was developed on the 
assumption that the husband would remain the main earner. As Beveridge 
said in his famous report: 'Very few men~s wages are insufficient to cover at 
least two adults and one child'; and 'the attitude of the housewife to gainful 
employment outside the home is not and should not be the same as that of 
the solitary woman', because the married woman had 'other duties'.l1 Public 
policy could conceivably have been directed towards facilitating the entry of 
th~ female workforce into industry at the expense of migrant labour. This 
was not done because there were no significant pressures in that direction. 
As a consequence, the industrial labour force continued to be dominated by 
indigenous males, who retained the central role allotted them by socialist 
ideology at the beginning of the century. It is true, of course, that welfare 
measures, especially housing, were also vigorously pursued, and that these 
applied to the whole population, not exclusively to the male worklng class. 
Nevertheless, the social unit towards which welfare services were directed 
was the traditional family, organized on the basis of a division of labour 
between a male breadwinner and a female home caret. This had been made 
explicit by Beveridge himself: 

In any measure of social policy in which regard is had to facts, the great n1ajority 
of married women must be regarded as occupied on work which is vital though 
unpaid, without which their husbands could not do their paid work and without 
which the nation could not continue.12 

The family was also the basis of the consumption economy which was the 
'demand' side of the boom of the 1950S : household goods and family cars. 
It was as if the supporters of welfare socialism and of consumer capitalism 
had come together in identifying the family as the central unit around which 
social welfare policies and markets should develop. This was fat from being 
the only convergence of interests: the welfare/consumer society also required 
a constant increase in the average level of wages (which is what happened 
throughout the 1950S and 19605, as Table 8.2 illustrates). 

This spectacular growth provided both an ideal fiscal basis for the growth 
of the welfare system and the real foundation for the consumer society. 
What really legitimized capitalism was not growth per se, but its results: private 
mass consumption. This is what united most of Western Europe where 
economic experiences were otherwise rather varied: Britain did not really 
grow very much; inRation was well contained in Germany, but much less so 
in Italy; full employment existed in Britain throughout the 1950S, but not in 
Germany, and it only reached Italy in the early 1960s. Wages grew much 
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Table 8.:1 Real wages per worker in selected countries, 19S3-70 

1953 1960 1970 

Belgium D·5 64·3 100 

France 55·5 61.9 100 

Holland 40 .2. 54·9 100 

Italy 37·5 51· 5 100 

Japan 38.1. 50 .9 100 

UK 6I.I 75·3 100 

US 69.0 81.0 100 

West Germany 41.8 55. 8 100 

SOHrce: Herman Van der Wee, Prosperi!) and Upheaval. The World Econ01l1)' 194J-1980, Penguin, 
Harmondsworth 1987, p. 2.3n original source: C01.\1ET-databank based on national ac* 
counts data. 

more in Germany, Italy and France than in Britain, but then Britain had 
started at a higher level. Even though Britain was consistently at the bottom 
of the league table in terms of economic growth it was, as I<aldor has noted, 
'at the top in terms of her own historical record,.13 What all these countries 
shared was a consumption boom. 

Under various forms of central planning, the societies of Eastern and 
Central Europe grew as well. Admittedly, statistics early on became a weapon 
in the Cold War and hence more unreliable than usual. But there is little 
doubt that in terms of quantitative growth, ~the socialist camp' did very well, 
even on the basis of Western estimates.14 Between 1950 and 1955 the OECD 
countries grew by an average of 4.8 per cent a year: the socialist countries 
did better than this. with the exception of Czechoslovakia (3.4 per cent) and 
Yugoslavia (4.4 per cent). In the subsequent five years the OECD bloc grew 
as a whole by 3.3 per cent: the other side did much better, with Bulgaria 
leading the way with 7.2. per cent, Czechoslovakia achieving 6.4 per cent, and 
the DDR 5.1 per cent - not to mention Yugoslavia with 7.1 per cent. The 
USSR itself, according to estimates by the Central Intelligence Agency, scored 
5.5 per cent for 1950 -5 5 and 5.9 per cent for 195 5-60.15 This constituted an 
apparently commendable economic success, while being an astounding 
political failure, since the Soviet bloc proved to be utterly incapable of creating 
a consumer society. In the long term that was its undoing. The increase in 
growth was brutally quantitative. As Trotsky presciently pointed Qut in The 
RelJolution Betrayed. 'It is possible to build gigantic factories according to a 
ready-made pattern by bureaucratic command ... But the farther you go, the 
more the economy runs into the problems of quality.,16 People do not want 
to double steel output and treble iron production; they want comfortable 
houses and washing machines, and rightly so: the ideology of growth for 
growth's sake is the ideology of the cancer cell. 
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Of course people in Eastern and Central Europe were not asked what 
they wanted and the authorities could get on with 'the construction of 
socialism' without the bothersome requirements of electioneering. This could 
not be the case in the West: as a large proportion of the population of 
Western Europe benefited from the new consumer society, no political party 
intent upon achieving a majority could really afford to challenge the system 
as a whole, particularly when the only model of socialism available was not 
ve~y alluring. In the West, capitalism had to accept welfare socialism and 
socialism had to adopt mass consumerism. The people as a whole, and not 
just the industrial working class, had to become the focus of attention of all 
mass parties. This was the basis for what was called in Britain and the 
Scandinavian countries the 'social-democratic consensus', and what social 
theorists identified as 'the end of ideology' (Daniel Bell) and the consequent 
transformation of the working-class patty into a Volkspartei, or 'people's party' 
(Otto J<irchheimer). 

The spirit of these new times was a consumer-oriented growth which 
originated in the USA in the inter-war period and which spread to Western 
Europe only in the I 9 ~os. Its political umbrella was an international military 
organization centred on the USA and targeted against the USSR. Its ideo
logical machine, unlike that of Soviet comn1unism, was formidable and 
unparalleled: it consisted of a multinational and multidimensional advertising 
system and a mass cultural industry which required, for its diffusion, the 
possession of consumer goods (radios and, later, televisions) which everyone 
craved. Ideology was not imposed, it was purchased. The ensuing worldwide 
standardization of consumer taste made possible an international marketing 
strategy on the part of multinational corporations. 

Conservative critics, like Edward Shils, writing in 1957, could now abandon 
elitism and celebrate the masses who had emerged from their 'immemorially 
old, clod-like existence' and achieved at least the 'possibility of becoming full 
members of their society, of living a hunlan life with some exercise of cultural 
taste'.17 Many writers on the Left castigated the consumer society as an 
'admass' (the term was coined by J. B. Priestley), which stifled creativity and 
promoted conformity. Theorists such as Hannah Arendt saw it as a social 
mechanism from which escape seemed impossible: 

our whole economy has become a waste economy, in which things must be almost 
as quickly devoured and discarded as they have appeared in the world, if the 
process itself is not to come to a sudden catastrophic end. 1s 

As Daniel Bell has pointed out, the first writers who used the term mass 
society among them, Ortega y Gasset, I<arl Jaspers and T. S. Eliot were 
doing so from the point of view of an aristocratic or elitist conception of 
culture and had no wish to extend cultural rights to the tnasses. 19 Later on, 
'progressive' intellectuals who wrote in the pages of left-wing journals were 
democrats who lambasted the consumer society of advertising and the 
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debaucheries of mass culture, but could not provide any alternative except 
for various forms of avant-garde art which, far from being subversive, were 
often immediately acclaimed and successfully marketed.2o 

In Europe the left-wing struggle against the consumer society often took 
the form of a defence of national culture and sovereignty against the 
Americanization of society. Once again, socialist ideas had to seek the 
protection of nationalism in a battle which operated largely through modern 
symbols. The diffusion of Coca-Cola in Europe, for instance, provoked 
opposition almost everywhere - often, but not exclusively, led by the Left in 
semi-open alliance with local beer or wine interests. Maurice Thorez, leader 
of the French Communist Party, declared that 'in literature as elsewhere we 
must ensure that Coca-Cola does not triumph over wine'.21 Attempts to ban 
the beverage were made in Belgium, Denmark, Switzerland and France. In 
Italy it was taxed to protect wine. Coca-Cola was seen as part and parcel of 
American neo-colonialist designs upon Europe. Coca-Cola self-consciously 
advertised itself as part of the American Way of Life, poised to become the 
Universal Drink.22 

The left-wing battles of the 19505 against the consumer society were as 
hopeless as those of the Luddites of yesteryear against machines. In a society 
in which most people were powerless, as they had been since time im
memorial, a new form of power, once the prerogative of the rich, had become 
the property of the many: the power to choose and purchase an ever-growing 
number of commodities. The drudgery of work could be tolerated because 
it was the royal road to the enchanted world of supermarkets and department 
stores: there one could lay claim to goods publicly exhibited and say, 'this is 
mine, it now belongs to me'. Language followed form: a word, 'sovereignty', 
once designating the unlimited and unchallengeable power of the monarch, 
was now used by economists who employed the term 'consumer sovereignty' 
~o describe this novel individual power of private appropriation. A professor 
of marketing could write: 'Not the exploiter and not the robber baron but 
the consumer is king today ... And because of his "dollar ballots" the consumer 
will continJle to be king. Every day he casts those ballots at the cash registers. 
Business has no choice but to discover what he wants and to service his 
wishes, even his whims.'23 The parties of the Left, who competed for the 
votes of newly empowered consumers in an open political market, could 
neither ignore nor castigate the new 'adn1ass' society. 

Nor could they ignore the fact that the force and might of the USA was 
at the centre of a system which, in the West at least, required very little overt 
coercion. Like all successful politics, that of the consumer/welfare society 
was based on the willing participation of the overwhelming majority of those 
involved in it. The Pax Americana, though ultimately based on the most 
powerful military machine in human history, was really founded on the image 
of an American life-style endlessly adaptable to national and regional particu
larities which all could obtain. It should not be surprising if this engendered 
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a deep conservatism in socialist parties, which became trapped in the defence 
of a generalized status quo. They defended the growth model of Western 
capitalism, which provided sought-after consumer goods and the necessary 
surplus with which to pay for the welfare state; they supported the Atlanticist 
international order, thus demarcating themselves from authoritarian forms of 
socialism in the East; they endorsed the liberal-democratic organization of 
the state, which provided the political conditions for their obtaining a parlia
mentary victory and! or participation in governmental power; they upheld 
the prevailing form of the family, with its peculiar division of labour, because 
it seemed best suited to existing conditions and was not overtly challenged 
by anyone. Consequently, many traditional socialist commitments were in 
practice abandoned or relegated to an ever-receding long term: the end of 
capitalism, universal peace, the reform of the state, the abolition of all fonns 
of political and economic inequality between the sexes. Attention was entirely 
concentrated on the main short-term aims: full employment for all male 
workers and the provision of welfare services to meet needs not provided 
through the market. 

This conservatism could easily be defended against radicals whose funda
mentalist intransigence seemed to be out of touch with popular feelings: 
Atlanticism, the family, economic growth and parliamentary democracy were 
not imposed by some arcane outside force, but were fully legitimated. This 
was what the people wanted. If socialists wanted to keep in touch with their 
electorate, actual or potential, they would have to relinquish some of the 
primary features of their past radicalism. Those who did not paid the price, 
remaining tiny groups within the larger socialist parties, or marginal sects 
outside them. 

Socialists became 'realists', But like all those who no longer believe in 
dreams, socialist parties were doomed to be taken by surprise by all the 
changes which modernity thrust upon them over the following thirty years: 
the permissive society, pop culture, the revival of industrial conflicts of the 
late 19605, student power, feminism, black consciousness, homosexual rights, 
the plight of the Third World, ecology, the end of ideology, European 
integration, the revival of ideology, the crisis of the family, the end of 
communism in Eastern Europe, the growth of nationalist separatism. Not 
one novelty worth writing or thinking about had been envisioned or predicted 
by the European socialist movement. Having given up much of their past in 
order to face the present, socialists became blind to the future. 

Such an indictment cannot be made of the somewhat marginalized theorists 
and thinkers of Western socialism. On the whole, they did their thinking in 
isolation, often ignored if not ostracized by the socialist parties. Unlike the 
theorists of the past - Kautsky, Bernstein, Gramsci or Otto Bauer - they 
were not in positions of authority or political responsibility, but were mere 
academics who read each other's books. 

The parties of the Right were no better than those of the Left in the 
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arcane art of foretelling the future. But they were any-w-ay not interested in 
it, much preferring to develop their skills at coping with the present. 

The idea that some of the difficulties encountered by socialist parties in 
the 1950S (or later) had something to do with the changing size of the 
industrial working class should be dealt with briefly. In the first place, the 
size of the working class did not change dramatically during the period: on 
the contrary, with the exception of Belgium, the number of people employed 
in the manufacturing sector increased, as Table 8,3 demonstrates. In the 
second place, there is no correlation between changes in the size of the 
working class and the pattern of voting for socialist parties. In the third 
place, had socialists ever relied solely on the vote of the working class, they 
would never have won an election. In the fourth place, there was no significant 
overall decline in the percentage obtained by working-class parties in the 
1950s. Finally, it should be added that, as far as the 19 50S are concerned, the 
most important change in class composition which occurred in Western 
Europe affected the peasantry. This class, the supposed traditional backbone 
of conservative parties, shrank quite visibly. If there was a close connection 
between class composition and electoral fortunes, we should have expected 
the continental conservative parties to have had many more problems than 
those of the Left. They did not. The traditional conservatives held sway 
throughout most of Western Europe while the econon1Y grew, modernization 
developed, the rural sector contracted, the consumer society advanced and 
traditional values retreated. No social theorist told them to change or adapt, 
let alone revise anything. The conservatives simply went on ruling with a 
characteristic nonchalance towards ideology and a pragmatism devoid of any 
existential angst. 

The data in Table 8.3 conceal other profound modifications: there were 
changes in the school-leaving age; the tertiary sector expanded with entrants 
from the manufacturing sector who, in turn, absorbed many of those who 
had just left the rural sector. Yet the size of the electorate of the parties of 
the Left changed very little: the socialist parties of Austria, Belgium, Denmark, 
West Germany, Holland and Norway advanced slightly, those of Sweden and 
Britain retreated a little; in France and Italy the joint communist and socialist 
vote increased, while in Finland it declined. Nor was this peculiarity confined 
to the Left: the entire West European electorate was surprisingly stable in 
spite of the many social changes. Of the eleven democracies under con
sideration, only France underwent a change of regime (from the Fourth to 
the Fifth Republic); in retrospect, hardly a momentous transmutation. 

In the Western Europe of the 19 50S there did not seem to be widespread 
discontent; certainly nothing on the scale of the turmoil in East Germany 
(1953) and Poland (1956), not to speak of the Hungarian uprising; or even 
of the intensity of the student unrest and the industrial conflict of the late 
19605. One might, at most, single out the peace campaigns of the French 
and Italian communists in the early 19 50S and the anti-nuclear marches in 
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Table 8.3 Percentage changes in the distribution of the labour force in selected West 
European countries in the 19505: manufacturing and agriculture 

Country Period Manufacturing Agriculture, fores try 
industries and fishing 

Austria 195 1- 61 +13·3 -29·3 
Belgium 1947-61 ·3· 3 -40.2 

Denmark 1950- 60 + I I.4a -2,9. 1 

Finland 1950- 60 +16·5 -.2.0·9 

France 1946- 62- +15·5 -47. 8 

Holland 1947-60 +22..8 -40 • 1 

Italy 195 1- 61 +2.5·4Sa -31·5 
Norway 195 0 ..-60 + 0.8 -13·9 
Sweden +13.6 -z9·0 
UK 195 1- 61 + 1.9 -2. ,.5 
West Germany 195 0 --61 +37. 22 -30.2 

Note: a Includes mining and construction. 

Source: my tabulation on the basis of data in B. R. Mitchell, 'Statistical Appendix 192.0-1970', 
in Carlo M. Cipolla (ed.), The Fontana Economic l-listory of Europe, Contemporary Economies, Vol. 
2, Collins/Fontana, Glasgow 1976, pp. 657-64. 

Britain at the end of the decade, not the last gasps of a backward-looking 
proletarian radicalism, but the harbinger of a nascent movement of middle
class social protest. The working class, the 'people' on whose discontent the 
socialists relied for their political progress, seemed to be quietly satisfied or, 
if not contented, fairly confident that their material life would improve in 
their lifetime. Of course, the supposition that 'things will get better' is, in 
principle, part of the conception of socialism, unlike the idea that the 'good 
life' is round the corner and that it can be obtained while the world is still 
full of capitalist tycoons. Socialists may be long-term optimists but are, 
perhaps unavoidably, short-term pessimists. The fundamental cause of the 
revisionism of some socialist parties in the late 19 50S is therefore not hard 
to· find: it lies in the conviction that the existing capitalist system of pro
duction, coyly rechristened 'the mixed economy', or the 'new capitalism', or 
the 'social market economy', was an adequate vehicle for the satisfaction of 
people's desires. 

The preservation or acceptance of the status quo became the norm of 
politics. Like those of the Left, the parties of the centre and of the Right, 
in charge of governments in most West European countries, did their best 
to enhance social peace by not challenging any of the major welfare reforms, 
where these had been implemented, and by advancing their own social 
policies. Without exception they accepted the new consensus. 

In Italy the Christian democrats promoted an agrarian reform in the south 
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(1949-50), and economic development in the north; meanwhile, however, 
they persecuted the left-wing trade unions mercilessly, in an effort to contain 
wages and favour the progress of Catholic unions. 

In Britain the Conservatives launched a massive housing programme, 
pursued full employment policies, and limited privatization to the iron and 
steel industries and the introduction of a commercial television sector an 
intelligent and popular move, which was opposed, at the time, by the entire 
Left, as well as the Archbishop of Canterbury and the churches, and by the 
university establishment.24 

In France, given the lack of stable parliamentary majorities, state techno
crats pursued their modernizing strategies through state agencies, achieving 
some social reforms, while the commitment to full employment enshrined in 
the preamble to the 1946 constitution was reaffirmed in that drafted by the 
Gaullists in 1958.25 

In West Germany the conservative CDU passed legislation establishing 
some form of industrial democracy. That this should occur at all may seem 
surprising, given the weakness of the West German trade unions after the 
defeat of the SPD at the 1949 elections, the constant influx of 'expellees' 
from the territories of the former Reich which prevented a tight labour 
market, and the growing success of reconstruction. The unions had scored 
some notable successes between 1945 and 1947, when they had settled their 
religious and ideological differences to form a single trade union movement, 
the DGB (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund), founded at Bielefeld in 1947; and 
they had also achieved co-determination (Mitbestimmunj) in the coal and steel 
Industries, partly thanks to the British occupying authorities. On the wages 
front, however, the German trade unions had been unable to achieve signi
ficant gains: German wages remained at a relatively low level: 47 per cent of 
GNP, while in Britain they were 58 per cent of GNP.26 This forced the DGB 
to seek in industrial democracy some compensation for what it had not been 
able to obtain in wage negotiations. The CDU government of Adenauer 
conceded three laws enacted between 195 I and 195 5, the most important 
being the 195 I Co-determination Law in the Coal, Iron and Steel Industries, 
which was supported by over 90 per cent of the workers balloted. Henceforth 
all enterprises in the coal, steel and iron industries with over one thousand 
workers had to have employee representatives on the supervisory boards. A 
worker director was to be nominated to sit on the board of directors of each 
of these firms, with an equal vote in management affairs.27 Claims were made 
that the law amounted to a revolutionary act, to be upheld or opposed 
according to which side of industry one was on.28 The truth is that the 
legislation helped secure the long period of social peace and social partnership 
in the field of industrial relations which would be regarded in countries more 
prone to industrial conflicts (Britain, France and Italy) as the basis for German 
industrial growth and power. For the capitalist system, 'moderate' and 'reason
able' trade unions were worth more than ten Marshall Plans. The SPD had 
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very little to do with the development of Mitbestimmung, though it did vote 
for the 1951 law (the free democrats and the communists voted against). The 
law would have had more impact if the principle of co-determination had 
been extended to the rest of industry, but this proved to be impossible and 
the resulting compromise - the Works' Constitution Law of October 1952 -
failed to satisfy the trade unions, since the rights of participation in decision
making were granted to works councils and not to the unions themselves. 29 

For most trade unionists at the time, in Germany as elsewhere, industrial 
democracy was synonymous with the extension of union power and was 
second best to wages militancy. 

Conditions prevailing in the post-war European economies meant that 
capitalist growth could be promoted only if productivity grew faster than 
wages. From the political point of view, the crucial problem of achieving 
growth appeared, therefore, as a wages containment problem. The con
servative and liberal parties in charge of state affairs throughout Europe 
could rely on the pool of unemployed labour (inside and/or outside the 
country) to stabilize wages, or on fiscal and monetary means. In some 
instances (France and Italy) the systematic persecution of the more militant 
(i.e. communist) trade unions was also functional to wages stabilization, as 
was their low level of unionization. Decentralized wage bargaining, as in 
Britain, enabled wage increases to be more closely tailored to the sectoral 
differences in productivity increases. 

When in opposition, the parties of the Left were not faced with the 
growth versus wages issue. They could back, more or less on principle, any 
demand for an increase in wages. Where they were in government, they 
attempted, in almost all instances, to establish some form of accord (incomes 
policy) with the trade unions, so that wage increases did not outstrip produc
tivity or cause a rise in unemployment. 

Small countries heavily dependent on exports for their growth (e.g. Belgium 
and Holland), in particular, would have an inflation rate far more influenced 
by external factors than otherwise. But they would also need to keep their 
in~ation under control to maintain international competitiveness. This is a 
constraint from which no party, whether of the Left or the Right, could 
escape. In these circumstances an incomes policy may become a national 
necessity. This was one of the most important factors influencing the growing 
involvement of governments, as well as trade unions and employers' associ
ations, in what has been characterized as modern corporatism.30 

For governments to become involved in wage determination, two con
ditions are necessary (though not sufficient): wage bargaining should be 
centralized (if the union leadership cannot deliver, there is little point in 
negotiating with it); and the 'social partners' employers and employees 
must be willing to enter into negotiations. Obviously, the more workers there 
were in trade unions, the greater the chances of success of an incomes 
policy. The presence of a socialist party in governtnent usually provided the 
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trade unions with an enhanced incentive to accept some centralized negoti
ations. 

In six of the smaller countries of Europe (Austria, Belgium, Holland, 
Sweden, Norway and Denmark), some or all of these conditions were in 
existence in the 1950S. In the first place, the socialist or social-democratic 
parties were in power (on their own or in coalition) throughout the decade 
in Austria, Denmark, Sweden, Norway; in Holland until 1958 and in Belgium 
only between 1954 and 1957. Secondly, five out of the six countries exhibited 
a higher than average degree of centralization in collective bargaining; the 
exception, Belgium, was just below the medium point and well above France, 
the UK and Italy.31 Finally, all six countries had a comparatively high degree 
of unionization.32 

In all these countries some kind of anti-inflationary incomes policy was 
attempted. In some cases, as in Belgium, the government did not get involved 
because wages were determined by an agreement between a centralized trade 
union movement (though split on religious and linguistic lines) and a central
ized employers' association. 

In Austria, after the strikes of 1951, trade union militancy had virtually 
disappeared and a highly effective centralized incomes policy continued to 
function. 33 This was formalized in 1957 in a joint wages and prices board, 
which brought together government, unions and employers. The Austrian 
wage-price agreement was not part of a grand idea for planning the economy. 
It was an ad hoc measure developed to contain inflation within supposedly 
acceptable limits. The wage agreements were always followed by price rises 
that outstripped the allegedly compensating increases in wages. Thus, workers 
lost in immediate monetary terms, though they presumably gained in social 
terms. The SPO and the trade unions were fully behind this anti-inflationary 
policy, whose success required wages to lag behind, although they were 
embarrassed to admit that wages had not kept up with rising prices, and 
accused all those who pointed it out of irresponsibility and of playing into 
the hands of communist propaganda.34 Socialists, once in power, required 
wages to grow moderately but, somehow, unlike their conservative rivals, 
they could not yet openly boast of having achieved the desired objective. 

In Holland, between the early 1950S and 1963, the process of wage 
determination was in effect channelled through various cOmordinated bodies 
which 'provided the most comprehensive centralized wage policy in Europe'.35 
In negotiations with the government, the Dutch Federation of Labour (the 
trade union federation) accepted cost~of-living adjustments in the immediate 
post-war years. And in 1951, during the I<orean boom, when the terms of 
trade of Holland deteriorated, they even accepted a 5 per cent cut in real 
wages. This draconian incomes policy was accepted by all shades of trade 
union opinion - Catholic, Protestant and socialist.36 As a result, the Dutch 
economy grew more rapidly than that of its Belgian rival, thus narrowing the 
gap between them. 37 The enhanced international competitiveness of Dutch 
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industry was due to the fact that the Dutch had started out with lower prices 
than the Belgians and enjoyed lower costs. Dutch employers did well out of 
centralized bargaining, but the workers did not lose: full employment was 
reached by the late 1950s. Though the participation of socialists in government 
did not help the unions to achieve wage increases, there was a considerable 
increase in social spending and a massive housing programme designed to 
accommodate an expanding population. 

In Norway, Denmark and Sweden agreements had existed between em
ployers and employees since the 1930S (see chapter 3). In Norway the 
government (under DNA control throughout the 1950S ) had price-control 
powers which were made permanent in 195 3) and there was compulsory 
arbitration on wages. 38 But the most important and significant development 
was in Sweden, so often in the forefront of social engineering, and this must 
be examined at greater length. 

Immediately after the end of the Second World War, Sweden's SAP 
government followed the expansionary policies advocated by the Myrdal 
commission report. These policies created a dangerous inflationary trend, as 
well as balance of payment difficulties. The government imposed wage freezes 
in 1949 and 1950 to curb inflation. The trade union federation, the LO, 
conceded that it was not possible to have free collective bargaining while at 
the same time containing inflation and pursuing full employment. 39 

An alternative to a straightforward incomes policy emerged from within 
the ranks of the LO. This was the report entitled Trade Unions and FuJI 
Emplqyment, drafted by the LO economist Gosta Rehn with the assistance of 
Rudolf Meidner, presented to the 1951 LO Congress, and generally known 
as the Rehn-Meidner mode1.40 The outstanding feature of this report was 
that it represented the most integrated strategic model for the social
democratic management of the capitalist economy, all the more remarkable 
as it was a product of the trade unions and not of the party. The model 
emerged from the labour movement with the longest experience of govern
ment in a West European democracy - further proof that the art of governing 
is learned in government. Rehn and Meidner had been working on this issue 
and producing position papers for a number of years. But it was only the 
necessity of dealing with inflation that motivated the trade union leadership 
to adopt their proposals.41 It was an integrated strategy, because it set out 
clearly the primary and secondary objectives of the nation (and not merely 
those of the n10Vetnent), allocated and delineated the respective roles of 
private enterprise, government and trade unions, and, in so doing, established 
the responsibilities of each side in other words, the rules of the game. 

The primary goal was clearly stated: full employment. This was to be 
o1ade compatible with five secondary goals: 

I. Wage determination by collective agreement without government inter
ference. 
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2.. Combating inflation. 
3. Equality and fairness. 
4. The preservation of trade union strength. 
5. A rational allocation of resources to ensure maximum growth and produc

tivity. 

Control of inflation (goal 2.), one of the key functions of governments, was 
to be pursued first and foremost by budgetary means.42 When the economy 
overheated, the government was expected to tax purchasing power to dampen 
down demand. 'High' profits, defined as profit levels which no longer auto
matically ensure full employment and/or which could be used to grant 
inflationary wage increases, were to be taxed. The assumption was that 
taxation of profits would make entrepreneurs more reluctant to grant wage 
increases, especially those due to 'wage-drift' (that is, increases due to plant
level negotiation and other non-centralized forms of bargaining). In so doing, 
the government would also contribute to achieving goals I and 4. 

Actual wage negotiation was to remain the prerogative of employers and 
trade unions, 'without any State intervention in the form of compulsory 
arbitration or wage legislation'.43 This was because 'The trade union movement 
has a right to den1and an economic policy which leaves the trade unions in 
undisturbed possession of their present role on the labour market and in 
society' (goal 4).44 To ensure that the unions did not demand inflationary 
wages, it was necessary to adopt a principle for wage bargaining: the principle 
of equal pay for equal work performed (goal 3), This formed the basis of 
the so-called 'solidaristic wages policy'.45 The entire conception of this wage 
policy seemed to be in accord with Marx's first stage of communism (to each 
according to the work performed), in his famous Critique oj the Gotha Pro
gramme, though the report, prudently, did not mention Marx. 

How was this to work in practice? A massive job evaluation scheme was 
to be carried out in each industry to grade and classify work. Negotiations 
were then to follow between employers and unions, to establish the 'fair' 
wages for each category, and all firms were to commit themselves not to 
deviate from it. Particularly efficient firms which could have afforded a bigger 
pay settlement would, of course, reap the reward of greater profits, though 
they would have to face a higher tax bill. Firms operating below average 
efficiency would be making a loss and would have an incentive to become 
more efficient (goal 5). They would no longer be able to rely on their own 
workers accepting lower pay and thus subsidizing their own firm's inefficiency. 
A certain number of bankruptcies or redundancies might well ensue. Here 
the government would intervene to pursue an active labour market policy, by 
offering incentives, financial and otherwise, as well as retraining and rehousing 
schemes, so that workers made redundant could find other jobS.46 This would 
achieve flexibility in the labour market, while ensuring the preservation of 
full emploYlnent and an increase in productivity (goal 5). 
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Full employment was thus made compatible with the struggle against 
inflation, with productivity, equality and trade union independence. The model 
offered, in essence, a 'rational' wage structure, since differences in wages 
would be due solely to differences in skills, not to the degree of efficiency 
of the firm or to the demand for the firm's product. It offered a measure 
of price stability because the government would intervene to dampen down 
demand by fiscal means. 47 

The originality of the model was that it combined objectives which until 
then were normally seen as contradictory, or which generally had to be 
tackled separately. Active labour market policies had often been recommended 
in the past and a solidaristic wages policy was discussed as early as 1936 at 
the Congress of the LO. 

The report was not implemented immediately. The etTIployers resented 
giving so much power to the trade unions and feared the possibility of high 
company taxation. Unions representing the better paid workers in the expand
ing sectors of the economy were distinctly unenthusiastic about restraining 
their pay demands. The SAP government was reluctant to take action at the 
top of the boom to cool down a buoyant economy, as required by the 
model. It was only during the recession of 1957-59 that the Rehn-Meidner 
model began to be applied. The government adopted an active labour policy, 
employers accepted that a 'solidatistic wage policy' could be used as a wage 
restraint policy, and low-wage trade unions, strengthened by centralized wage 
bargaining, were able to impose a differential-reducing strategy on the LO as 
a whole. As Pontusson has noted, solidaristic wages policy evolved in a 
piecemeal way. The Rehn-Meidner model was adopted not because of its 
evident intellectual strength, but because it provided a strategy corresponding 
to the needs of the majority of the unions in the LO and acceptable to 
government and employers.48 As G6sta Rehn himself explained in 1985: 

After some heated debates, the government was finally persuaded that the unions 
and their theorists were not trying to find pretexts for any populist inflationary 
wage policy, but were instead asking for an economic policy that would make it 
psychologically and politically possible for them to embrace a non-inflationary 
money-wage policy that would in turn foster optimal real-wage deve1opment. 49 

The model may have been conceived as a policy 'for socialism'. If so, it was 
only in the sense that it strengthened the hegemonic weight of the labour 
movement by emphasizing its capacity for government and its ability to 
manage the economy: the trade unions appeared in a novel role - namely, as 
guarantors of productivity. The results were undoubtedly positive: growth, 
full employment, increased prosperity, low inflation - though how much this 
was due to the model, and how much to structural factors, will long be 
debated. One of the results unintended by the Left was a consistent growth 
in the profitability of large firms operating in the exporting sector. This led 
to an excessive accumulation of profit and the consolidation of Swedish 
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multinational firms, for which the solidaristic wages policy worked as a wage 
restraint mechanism as effective as any incomes policy. Twenty years after 
the report was originally presented, one of the co-authors, Rudolf Meidner 
wrote: 'the more successful the policy of solidarity proves to be, the greater 
are the undesirable side-effects in the form of ... extra profits'. And although 
it was desirable that companies should be financially sound, 'it was also 
essential for the community and the trade unions to acquire a greater say in 
the allocation of profits for investment purposes'.50 

The solidaristic wages policy was of benefit to the workers, but also to the 
employers, whose power was not diminished. Nevertheless, the success of 
the policy demonstrated the innovatory capabilities of the SAP and the LO. 
However, political intelligence is not enough; a considerable amount of good 
fortune is required. Swedish social democracy was lucky to be in power 
when there was worldwide economic growth, leading to a period of un
paralleled prosperity for the advanced economies. Its intelligence resided in 
its ability to go with the trend and exploit propitious circumstances. 

Another special feature of Swedish social democracy was the comparatively 
high degree of co-operation attained by the three sectors of the labour 
movement, which are usually in constant conflict, especially when the socialists 
are in power: the party, the trade unions and the intellectuals. The trade 
unions owed their 'national' outlook partly to the fact that, to some extent, 
thry were the nation: they represented a very large proportion of the population 
both because of their centralization and because most working Swedes were 
in trade unions. The innovatory role of the Swedish trade unions is particularly 
striking: they were in the forefront of the celebrated 1938 Saltsjobaden 
Agreement with the employers' association, which established a collective 
bargaining agreement (discussed in chapter z); in the 1950S they promoted 
the solidaristic wages policy; in the I970S the wage-earner funds scheme (see 
chapter 2. 3). They were also the foremost instigator of the supplementary 
pension reform of 1959. This measure led to the elimination of poverty, 
especially poverty in old age - something which had not been achieved 
either by the American model of high wages and private pension insurance, 
or by the British welfare system.S1 To clinch this reform, one of the most 
important in Swedish welfare history, considerable political activity had to 
take place: three state commissions; the break-up of the coalition between 
the SAP and the Agrarian Party; a referendum; a minority social-democratic 
government; and the decisive abstention in the final vote in the Lower 
Chamber of a Liberal MP (the only Liberal Christian worker), subsequently 
expelled from his party. 52 In real politics, policies are inevitably the outcome 
of a conglomeration of disparate circumstances; on its own the possession 
of an overall strategy never guarantees a favourable outcome, while the 
absence of such a strategy is always a liability. 

We have taken the Swedish case as our instance of a 'successful' social
democratic patty. But 'success' must be defined in the context within which 
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it is produced. I would argue that, in the context of the 19 50S, success for 
social democrats could only mean the ability of achieving 'American' goals -
i.e. high productivity and high consumption, by social-democratic means and 
in social-democratic forms. The great dilemma of all European decision
makers was that their electorate aspired to American consumption levels, but 
these could not be achieved in the American way - that is, by high wages. 
Therefore the 'form' whereby Americanism could be implanted in Europe 
could not be American. Models of social organizations can never be suc
cessfully imported, though they can be adapted. Those who urge the adoption 
of this or that foreign example in reality seek the results, not the model 
itself. People want the omelette, not the broken eggs. 

How to achieve the European version of the American consumer society 
was the real political issue of the 1950s. The Swedish Left faced it. It accepted 
the laws of the market. It accepted that Sweden had to export or stagnate, 
and that it had to ensure the growth of a healthy and productive capitalist 
market. But it also sought to establish and impose its own terms and 
conditions in order to reach a working compromise. Elsewhere the pattern 
was different. 

One section of the West European Left, made up of the surviving com
munist parties, was not in a situation where it could even contemplate 
adopting a social-democratic form of Americanism. The communists' problem 
was to survive and preserve their strength by holding high the vision and 
perspective of an entirely different social order. Of the two communist parties 
with which our story is chiefly concerned, the PCl used the opportunities 
available to distance itself, with great difficulty, many hesitations and over a 
considerable period of time, from its Leninist matrix, and move closer to the 
larger battalions of European social democracy; the PCF preferred the 
apparent security of allegiance to its past. 

As for the major social-democratic and labour parties, they were simply 
not equipped or willing to face the issue of adapting their traditions to 
capitalist success, at least not in the early 19 50S. It is easy to understand why. 
In the circumstances of the 'golden age' of capitalism, political realism could 
only mean divesting oneself of a substantial baggage of hopes and ideals 
which had taken a considerable history of struggles to build up. 

Short-term realism is not always necessarily the most advantageous route. 
There are times when prudence dictates recognizing that one cannot win and 
that it is better to wait. Where there is no defence, valour lies in flight. But 
in politics one can seldoln run away. Events impose themselves and compel 
choice. By the end of the decade, as we shall see in chapter 10, repeated 
electoral defeats led inexorably towards a more open revision of past positions. 

Unlike the parties of the Left, those of the Right and the centre, which 
held sway in much of Western Europe, had a strategy: they would contain 
the welfare reforms of the immediate post-war period (where these had 
already taken place), but not to the extent of endangering social peace; they 
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would use the state to promote the development of essential infrastructure 
(roads and houses); and they would seek to keep wages as low as possible. 
This last factor is the crucial one: it meant that wages could grow, but in an 
unequal manner, reflecting the productivity and profitability of firms. Income 
inequality would thus be dictated by the 'logic' of capital accumulation. The 
hierarchy of wages which would emerge from all this reflected the hierarchy 
of capitalism. The main determinant of high wages is greater profitability. 
Thus wages follow the rational logic of capital. It is a rationality which is 
identical to that of trade unions willing to put to one side (or to the long 
term - that is, to the day that never comes) any aspiration towards social 
reforms, and to dedicate themselves to a wages race perfectly in harmony 
with that celebrated by the upholders of capitalism. In such a race those at 
the top will enjoy salaries higher than average and enter spheres of con
sumption prohibited to others. Those in the middle or even at the bottom 
of the hierarchy will have to be satisfied with the knowledge that there exists 
a route to the nirvana of consumption: work harder and be lucky. The great 
achievement of capitalism in the late 1950S consisted in the very large number 
of those who could work, did work and were 'lucky' enough to see a constant 
improvement in their material wealth. In the 19605 the provisions of the 
welfare state became even more generous. The combination of a full employ
ment economy, rising wages and improved social protection characterized 
the Golden Age of Capitalism in Western Europe. 

Trade union sectionalism, short-termism and blind determination to pre
serve existing differentials were the roads pursued by the strongest non
centralized trade union movement in Europe, the British. Here the 'tradition 
that they should bargain sectionally, each craft and trade for itself, is old and 
strong.'53 The unheeded remedy suggested by Beveridge in his second report, 
Full Emplqymcnt in a Free Sociery (1944), was a unified wages policy.54 Sixteen 
years later, he counselled: 'Let our Government, whatever its colour make 
one more effort to secure freely, from organisations of employees and 
employers alike, co-operation in keeping our money sound and our prices 
stable.,55 But it was not in Britain alone that much of the domestic politics 
of the subsequent twenty years would be troubled with this matter. 

The dilemma of 'Americanism' suggested above was not concerned with 
economic policy alone. There was a foreign policy dimension of unparalleled 
importance: to what extent did having an 'American' society mean sharing 
the international values of the USA? Did it necessarily involve being a member 
of an international alliance led by the USA and aimed against the USSR? 
What was the real space for manoeuvre open to the European Left? 



CHAPTER NINE 

Between Neutralism and Atlanticism 

IN THE 1950S the West European Left continued to have only two funda
mental foreign policy alternatives: nationalist neutralism and supra-national 
European Atlanticism. Neither was entirely thought out or internally con
sistent, or even mutually exclusive (there was a still embryonic European 
anti-Atlantic neutralis01 among some socialists), and therefore should not be 
accorded the dignity of an ample analytical treatment. Like most political 
strategies, they developed as much in response to international events, 
domestic considerations, concerns internal to the parties of the Left and 
personality disputes, as from carefully constructed ideologies. In many in
stances, the proponents of one option simply opportunistically exploited any 
theme which might strengthen their own side - a strategy which led them 
to defend positions for which they had no natural sympathy. For example, 
it was quite obvious that most con1munists intended to oppose any scheme 
for West European rearmament as manifestly anti-Soviet; but since pro
Sovietism could not rally anyone beyond their own ranks, other themes were 
adopted, such as pacifism or nationalism. This does not mean that all or 
even most communists were not sincerely committed to peace, or that pacifists 
were communist stooges or political imbeciles. It simply means that in real 
politics, those who seek an ample consensus often necessarily find themselves 
with the strangest of bedfellows. 

In this climate it was usual to attack an opinion not because it was believed 
to be mistaken in itself, but because 'objectiveli it gave comfort to the 
'enemy'. Many of those who campaigned for peace in the 19 50S were regularly 
criticized thereafter, not on the grounds that pacifism was wrong, but on the 
quite justifiable grounds that their position 'objectively' helped the foreign 
policy aims of the USSR. Comll1unists themselves had repeatedly used the 
concept of 'objective error' to criticize and, as in Stalin's Russia, to execute 
even those who were genuinely fighting for socialislTI. It was in the nature 
of the Cold War, and of the division of the world into two camps, that any 
attempt to weaken one of the t\vo blocs 'objectively' helped the other side; 
it was a 'zero-sum' game: one's loss became the opponent's gain. Trapped in 
this logic, there was nothing the West European Left could do to disentangle 
itself. 

Virtually all 'neutralists~ attempting to escape from the logic of the blocs 
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tried to find a 'third way' between the USA and the USSR. This proved 
fruitless. Most of the left-wing socialists who sought to adopt a neutralist 
foreign policy had no quarrel with the command economy of the USSR or 
(until the invasion of Hungary in 1956) with its foreign policy; what they 
disapproved of was political repression. Their ideal 'third way' was a reformed 
and pluralist Soviet society, where the majority would always willingly vote 
for socialism. 

The majority of socialists and social democrats in Western Europe were 
'Atlanticists'. For all their differences, they were united by a commitment to 
liberal democracy. The only organizational form which could hold them 
together was a fairly loose association of independent parties. The Socialist 
International, which was revived in Frankfurt in June 1951, was based on an 
ideological declaration, Aims and Tasks of Democratic Socialism, mainly the work 
of the British Labour Party and Scandinavian social democrats, which 
emphasized the commitment to parliamentary democracy, civil liberties and 
the defence of the West. Attempts by some of the parties of Southern Europe 
- for example, the French - to inject some Marxist terminology were 
rebuffed, though there were some perfunctory positive references to Marxism 
as a method. When it was born, the Socialist International was a Cold War 
organization which did little else besides formulate compromise resolutions 
which never had the slightest importance. As is the case in many clubs, its 
only purpose was to provide its members with the respectability it denied 
others. Those parties of the Left too close to the communist position, such 
as the Italian socialists, were excluded until they repented. 

What the socialist 'Atlanticists' called a 'third way' was simply a West 
European welfare state in a mixed economy. Their model was capitalism 
with as caring and human a face, and as few inequalities~ as possible. In the 
final analysis, any liberal-democratic capitalist society was preferable to Russian 
socialism. As the Labour revisionists of the journal Socialist Commentary put 
it in August 1950: 'present-day American capitalism, for all our misgivings 
about it, at least leaves room for free institutions to flower and survive.,l 
Except in Italy, socialists tried to distance themselves from communists even 
when they had the same policies. For instance, in Austria, the neutralist SPO 
was embarrassed by the overt neutralism of the Austrian communists. Luckily 
for the socialists, their coalition partners, the QVP, had none of these 
problems no one could accuse them of being crypto-communists. They 
advocated permanent neutrality along the Swiss model. This enabled the 
SPO to join the 6vp in voting for the Neutrality Act in October 1955.2 

Determined that neutrality should be confined to external affairs and 
eager to identify with the West, in the 19 50S the Austrian socialists developed 
a positive view of the USA and depicted the New Deal as a decisive break 
with America's capitalist past. Nevertheless, in their 1958 programme, they 
sought to return to a position of equidistance by affirming that 'democratic 
socialism occupies a position between capitalism and dictatorship'.3 Attempts 
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to develop a pro-American socialism were made in other countries. In France 
the socialist E. Weill-Raynal wrote in 1955 that 'the USA were much nearer 
to a socialist regime than they imagine',4 Richard Crossman, who had once 
been the inspirer of the neutralist 'Third Force' group within the British 
Labour Party, did not go as far as this. But he was far from neutral: 'the USA 
is a better form of society than the USSR ... To reject America as a capitalist 
country and to treat the Soviet empire as an example of socialist planning is 
to make nonsense of everyone of our ideals.'5 

Tito's Yugoslavia which, alone in Eastern Europe, had stood up against 
Stalin and rejected the Soviet model, failed to provide a standard for a 
'middle way' West European Left. Until the mid-I950S Yugoslavia was 
ostracized by all the communist parties without being supported by the 
socialists. Its foreign policy was often praised in the West, primarily because 
it was not pro-Soviet, not because it was neutralist. On the Left, some 
commended its system of workers' self-management, but mainly because it 
seemed to be the only instance of a non-centrally-planned socialist economy. 
The chief merit of the country was that it was a negative modeL It was 
outside Europe, in the growing non-aligned movement, that Yugoslavia would 
have a wider impact. Neutralism - or rather, 'non-alignment', as it was called 
to distinguish it from strict Swiss-style non-involvement in any international 
dispute - turned out to be a seductive option for the emergent countries of 
the Third World. The programme of the Bandung movement of non-aligned 
countries (from the launching international conference held at Bandung in 
Indonesia in April 195 5) provided a framework for international affairs which 
allowed them to keep some distance from superpower disputes. The Bandung 
movement insisted on equidistance but, even so, as with neutralism in Europe, 
it appeared more anti-Western than anti-Soviet. Ihe hope that by refraining 
from taking sides they would be courted by both camps, while maintaining 
their independence, often proved illusory. The Third \'Vorldism of a significant 
component of the West European Left received a notable impetus from the 
non-aligned position of many former colonies. They shared a common 
commitment to decolonization and a desire to escape from the vice of bipolar 
politics. 

In Western Europe neutralism remained confined to the socialist parties 
of neutral countries, such as Austria, Finland and Sweden; to Left factions 
of most of the remaining socialist parties and to the German and Italian 
socialist parties. The communist parties too could be classified as neutralist, 
but only in the sense that the foreign policy they wished their own country 
to adopt was one of neutrality. Neutrality, however, was second best: on 
international affairs the communists supported all the main foreign policy 
initiatives of the USSR. This was true also of the Italian Socialist Party, for 
which there was no question of being 'equidistant' between 'Moscow, capital 
of the socialist revolution' and 'Washington, capital of itnperialism', as the 
PSI leader Pietro Nenni declared at the Twenty-ninth Congress of his party 
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Oanuary 1951), which unanimously approved a motion stating that 'American 
policy is the only threat to peace in Europe'.6 

The neutralists tended to combine their position with a strong defence of 
"national sovereignty. Atlanticism implied, after all, the integration or, at the 
very least, the co-ordination of military forces and a de facto subservience of 
Europe to the USA. Communist 'neutralists', in particular, were keen to 
promote the defence of national sovereignty, perhaps because they were 
particularly prone to the unfair, but not entirely undeserved, criticism that 
they were an extension of the I<remlin. Maurice Thorez declared on 2.2. 

February 1949 to the Central Committee of the PCF that 'The Soviet Union 
. .. the country of socialism cannot, fry definition, adopt aggressive or warlike 
policies.'7 These pro-Soviet sentiments were usually combined with a defence 
of the French nation and accusations of selling out to foreign interests: 'the 
French bourgeoisie, as a class with interests opposed to those of the Nation, 
conducts and organizes the betrayal of the country.'s The PCF's pro-Sovietism 
persistently clashed with its assunlption of the 'grandeur' of France and its 
belief that France was central to the future progress of humanity.9 

In less extreme form, the idea that the interests of the nation corresponded 
to a position of pacifism and neutralism in foreign affairs united socialist 
parties which were othe1"\Vise very different, such as the Swedish, Italian and 
German. All were the object of serious American suspicions. It is worth 
relnarking that the nationalism of some communist leaders on the other side 
of the 'Iron Curtain' equally irritated the Soviet authorities, who did their 
best to stamp it out, using show trials in which 'nationalist' communists such 
as Rudolf Slansky, the Czech deputy prin1e minister, were arraigned and 
executed (1952). Empires are usually better protected under the cover of 
universalism. 

One social-democratic party - the Finnish - was more or less compelled 
to be neutralist. The Finnish social democrats were more hostile to the 
USSR than the parties of the centre and of the Right. They were considered 
by Soviet commentators as 'the American Party' in Finland; the USSR reacted 
strongly against the appointment of Vaina Tanner, the collaborationist war
time social-democratic leader, as prilne minister in 1957.10 There cannot be 
any parallel, however, between the more flexible political constraints on 
Finland and those facing the European NATO countries. In Finland, those 
who did not share the values of Soviet communism (Le. all parties except for 
the SKDL) were often in government and Soviet pressure was not sufficient 
to persuade them to include the SI<DL even when it obtained its greatest 
electoral victory in 1958, with 2. 3.2. per cent of the vote, and became the 
largest parliamentary group. I I In countries in the American sphere of influence 
those who did not share 'Western' values were relegated to a ghetto of their 
own. 

All ensujng major developments, such as the American intervention in 
Vietnam or the installation of Pershing and Cruise missiles in the 19805, 
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would rekindle the contrast between neutralists and Atlanticists, though, as 
we shall see, parties changed side. The lines were never absolutely rigid, 
though they always became more sharply defined at a time of acute crisis. It 
often took a 'hot' war to clarify issues in the development of the Cold War. 
Thus the effects of the I<orean War, though fought at a very great distance 
from Europe, had far greater implications for Europeans than for most of 
the rest of the world. 

With the exception of the communists and the Italian socialists, the West 
was virtually unanimous in condemning the North Korean attack on the 
South in June 1950. Western anxiety can easily be explained: in August 1949 
its atomic monopoly was ended when the first Soviet A-bomb was suc
cessfully detonated; in October 1949, on Tiananmen Square, Mao Zedong 
proclaimed the People's Republic of China. One-quarter of humanity was 
now under COn1111Unist rule. 

The I<orean War showed that atomic supremacy did not deter aggressors 
and that the USA was not particularly good at fighting conventional land 
wars (as subsequent history would confirm). Washington concluded that 
atomic superiority was not a sufficient defence against a conventional Soviet 
attack on Europe. Before the I(orean War it had been assumed that the 
USSR would not want to extend its empire in Western Europe. After I(orea, 
this gave way to the opposite - with hindsight, highly dubious - assumption, 
namely, that the USSR was poised for a massive conventional attack on 
Western Europe. 

Unable and unwilling to opt for an isolationist policy, the USA was faced 
with a particular dilemma: either it was prepared to finance and maintain a 
huge American army on European soil or it had to persuade the Europeans 
to do so. Dwight D. Eisenhower, who had been elected president in 1952., 
had promised deep defence cuts. The Europeans were most reluctant to 
spend money on armaments. It was difficult for democratically elected 
politicians to convince their electorates that they should tax theo1selves into 
poverty in order to contain the communist threat. 12 The main fascination of 
capitalism, after all, lies in the promise of the endless expansion of private 
consumption. 

At the time, in defence terms, a European force meant in reality a Franco
British force. The other non-neutral countries were either too small (the 
Benelux countries), or too poor (Italy), or both (Greece and Portugal), to 
contribute significantly. Germany was not in NATO yet, and a rearmed 
Gertnany so soon after the war worried many people. Britain wanted to 
police its empire and could not afford a large standing arnlY in Europe. All 
that was left was France and, on its own, France was not enough. It was 
therefore necessary to face the question of rearming Germany. For this to 
be acceptable to the French, it was essential to find a way of ensuring that 
the reconstituted German arnly 'would not be controlled from Bonn but 
under some sort of integrated High Command - in other words, that German 
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soldiers would be taking orders from French generals. Fear of German 
rearmament was widespread throughout the European socialist Left and all 
communists were against it, as indeed for understandable reasons, was the 
USSR.13 

In October 1950 the then French prime minister, Rene Pleven) proposed 
the creation of a European Defence Community (EDe), with a military 
force integrated down to the smallest unit, including West German troops. 
The Pleven Plan was the military equivalent of the Schuman Plan, which had 
established the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) and involved 
the same six countries. The two plans shared the same originator: the 
ubiquitous Jean Monnet, who was pursuing his longNterm project for the 
creation of an interdependent and integrated Europe based on a French
German Axis. The EDC Treaty was agreed by the Bonn and Paris govern
ments in 1952. and, by 1954, it had been ratified by all the parliaments 
concerned except the French, where it was defeated by 3 19 votes to 2.64. 14 

In effect, the majority of the French Left) that is, the communists and at 
least half of the socialist deputies, who defied the party whip, had succeeded 
in burying the EDC. The Gaullists, who had voted with the Left, objected 
to supra-nationalism and to the rearmament of Germany; the communists to 
the anti-Soviet aims of the treaty. The objections of the socialist dissidents 
were based on a n1ixture of nationalism and neutralism. The EDC turned 
out to be the only real ideological issue which divided the SFIO. 15 

The failure of the EDe led to the incorporation in 1954 of West Germany 
and Italy into the Brussels Treaty of 1948, now called the Western European 
Union (WEU) and the entry of West Germany into NATO in 1955 (Italy 
was an original signatory). The WEU was far more acceptable than the EDC 
because it did not involve the integration of European armed forces. The 
only concession to those who were worried about German rearmament was 
a clause in the WEU Treaty forbidding Germany to manufacture atomic, 
biological and chemical weapons. 16 

Through the WEU and, even more, through the military structure of 
NATO, the future of West Germany was now firmly and permanently linked 
to that of the West. The Germl.,ln army, the BundesJvehr, was equipped with 
delivery systems for nuclear warheads, the warheads remaining under Amer
ican control. The German social democrats had failed to keep Germany 
neutral and de-militarized - the only way to achieve unification. Nevertheless, 
they remained hostile to NATO until 1960. By 1955 the militarization of the 
Cold War had been completed: less than a week after West Germany's entry 
into NATO, the USSR retaliated by establishing the Warsaw Pact with Poland, 
Hungary, the DDR, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, Romania and Albania. 

This process of militarization did not begin in 1949, when NATO was 
created, but in 1951 when, under the impact of the I(orean War, the US 
Senate endorsed the transfer of four divisions of ground troops to Europe 
and the principle of an integrated command.17 The Americans would now be 
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closely involved in the defence of Europe. They would not again arrive at 
the eleventh hour to rescue 'the Wese, as they had in two previous world 
wars. This was crucial in the atomic age, where hesitation and delay might 
well mean that there would he no one left to liberate in a third world war 

or so ran the most alarmist scenarios. Now American military power was 
ensconced at the heart of the continent, in effective charge of a West 
European army, with the clear blessing of the socialist parties of Britain, 
France, Belgium, Holland, Norway, Denmark and Luxemburg. Those of West 
Germany and Italy would join the fold within a few years. Having accepted 
this defence system, most European socialists found it increasingly difficult 
to distance themselves from American foreign policy while firmly repudiating 
Soviet socialism. 

In Britain membership of the EDC, like the membership of other 
European organizations such as the was not a party-political issue. 
Conservatives and Labour were equally opposed to it. The EDC, like all 
other European attempts at integration, was a matter for the Europeans and 
hence not for the British. Atlanticism) the special relationship, the empire 
and neutralism offered ample motivations for not even considering an 
integrated European defence system without the USA. Bipartisanship in 
foreign policy allowed the Labour Party to avoid developing its own view of 
international affairs. 

There was no doubt that the USSR had been genuinely alarmed by the 
prospect of a West European defence bloc which included Germany. In his 
last theoretical work, Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR, published in 
the spring of 1952, Stalin congratulated the European peace movement and 
sought to mininlize the inevitably unfavourable echo of his support by 
recognizing that the movement did not have socialist aims. 18 At the same 
time he sought to strengthen the resolve of the neutralists by making, on 10 
March 1952, the n10st advanced Soviet offer of the decade. The essential 
point of the Moscow Note was that Germany should be reunited within the 
1945 Potsdam frontiers, i.e. with the Oder-Neisse line as its eastern frontier 

something no German political party, including the SPD, was willing to 
consider then) though this turned out to be the only internationally acceptable 
horder for post- I 990 Germany.19 This newly united German state would 
agree not to participate in any military pact directed against any of the 
belligerent parties of the Second World War; all foreign troops would withdraw 
from German soil within a year after the signing of the peace treaty, and the 
new state should be permitted limited rearmament. 

It is very likely that Stalin was quite prepared to sacrifice his East German 
satellite in order to obtain a reduction of tension in Europe. This is certainly 
\vhat the leaders of the DDR assumed would happen, aware that they would 
lose the first free elections and dismayed to see how dispensable Stalin 
considered them.20 Schumacher wrote to Adenauer on 22 April 1952, urging 
hin1 to explore all possibilities 'to determine whether the Soviet note offers 
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an opportunity for finally reunifying Germany in peace'.21 Luckily for the 
DDR, Adenauer did not want a neutral Germany. He, more than anyone 
else, was the principal obstacle to a dispassionate Western examination of 
Stalin's offer. 22 Probably Adenauer also feared that the Protestant and social
democratic eastern regions would, in subsequent elections, overwhelm his 
Catholic strongholds and drag the country towards the East. The West 
pretended that the Soviet offer was little more than an excuse to hold up or 
damage the EDC. In reality, they feared that the offer was serious and were 
afraid to take it Up.23 In France and Britain a united Germany inspired fear: 
better, perhaps, to leave some of it under Soviet control as long as the rest 
remained solidly in the Western sphere. His offer spurned, Stalin increased 
his hold over East Germany and completed its integration into the Soviet 
sphere. While it is impossible to establish what would have happened if the 
offer had been accepted, the fact remains that Germany had to wait a further 
thirty-eight years before being reunited. 

This is, in fact, exactly what happened in Austria: the Red Army withdrew, 
free elections were held, and the country remained neutral and democratic. 
The USSR showed itself to be extremely pliable in order to ensure Austrian 
neutrality. They would have preferred it to be incorporated in the State 
Treaty of 195 5, but the Austrian government, which had anyway decided to 
remain neutral, opted, with Russian consent, to insert the term 'perpetual 
neutrality' in the legislation, following the Swiss mode1.24 

Disarmament proposals continued throughout the 1950S.25 Not all came 
from the West European Left or from the East: in July 1955 Anthony Eden, 
arguably the least pro-American of post-war British prime ministers, proposed 
a plan which included a clisarmament zone in Central Europe and the eventual 
reunification of Gern1any. But this was shot down by Adenauer, who did not 
want German unity and European security to be linked. A revised version of 
the plan assumed the possibility of continued NATO n1embership on the 
part of a reunited Germany, something the USSR could not countenance.26 

In the spring of 195 5 (Stalin died in 1953), the USSR launched another 
peace offensive 'which astonished even the most anti-communist in the 
West'.27 They signed the peace treaty with Austria and withdrew the Red 
Army, returned a naval base to Finland and restored diplomatic relations 
with Yugoslavia. In November 1958 the Polish foreign minister Adam 
Rapacki, building on the Soviet offers of March and November 1956 and on 
his address to the UN General Assembly (October 1957), proposed a nuclear
free zone for the two Germanies, Poland and Czechoslovakia.28 The Rapackl 
Plan clearly exemplified the fundamental problem of disarmament in Europe: 
the USSR and its allies wanted the removal of nuclear weapons from Central 
Europe, while the Atlantic Alliance wanted to keep them as a shield against 
Soviet superiority in conventional forces. In the context of deep reciprocal 
mistrust between the two great powers, such divergence made successful 
disarmament impossible, even though the Rapacki Plan evoked positive 
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responses from some NATO countries, for example, Canada, Belgium and 
Norway, as well as from neutral countries such as Sweden.29 The French and 
Dutch socialists had major reservations. In their view a nuclear-free zone 
was 'a zone from which atomic devices could not be launched, but where 
they could fall', as Christian Pineau sarcastically put it. Guy Mollet added: 
'What threatens us are the rockets stationed in the Soviet Union. To prohibit 
their installation in Poland or East Germany would not alter the situation.'30 
The British Labour Party regarded the plan as 'an advance', although it 
contained certain 'weaknesses'Y The SPD was even more positive; the 
welcome it extended to the plan reflected German anxiety about the militar
ization of Central Europe. Even the German Federal government did not 
reject the plan outright, but only after protracted hesitation. 32 

Soviet and Soviet-backed proposals always had a propaganda advantage 
over those of the West. Public opinion invariably perceived nuclear weapons 
as a greater threat than conventional weapons. This was inevitable: nuclear 
weapons appeared, rightly, as weapons of mass civilian destruction from 
which there could be no escape, while it was felt that there was always a 
possibility of surviving even the most devastating conventional war. 

One of the unavoidable effects of the various Soviet proposals from the 
Stalin Note of 1952 to the Rapacki Plan - was to taint all plans to create a 
nuclear-free zone in Central Europe (Le. in Germany) as 'pro-Soviet'. This 
particularly damaged the otherwise clearly anti-Soviet SPD, whose constant 
search for a way of reuniting Germany had led it, as we shall see, to make 
frequent suggestions about a neutralization of the country. 

There are manifest reasons why the SPD was more active and gave more 
thought to foreign policy than any other socialist party in Western Europe. 
In a divided Germany the traditional distinction between domestic and foreign 
affairs was almost nullified. The division of Europe between East and West 
was not an issue external to the country as it was, for instance, in Britain or 
Hungary. The Cold War had sliced Germany in two and condemned it to 
remain divided for the duration of the East-West conflict. Furthermore, by 
the time the Berlin Wall was erected (196 I), there were in West Germany 
more than ten million 'expellees' - Germans who had been forced to evacuate 
territories which had been ceded or returned to Poland and Czechoslovakia, 
or who had left the DDR. This vast mass constituted a formidable electorate 
which \vould always keep the issue of the division of Germany to the fore. 
At the state election in Schleswig-Holstein in July J 9 50, the 'Bloc of Expellees 
and Disenfranchised' received 23.4 per cent of the vote and was second only 
to the SPD. The three olain spokesmen for this party of expellees were all 
ex-Nazis.33 Clearly no German politician could afford to let the extremists of 
the Right monopolize the expellees' votes. 

In all other fields of international affairs West Germany kept a low profile, 
especially when conlpared with France and Britain: it was, as has often been 
stated, an economic giant but a political dwarf. It could not be otherwise. 
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But such prudence did not entail an absence of internal debates on foreign 
affairs. On the contrary: in the 19505 the SPD and the CDU disagreed more 
on external matters (if we count the 'German Question' as 'external') than 
on internal ones, unlike most other West European countries, where foreign 
policy was not usually a partisan affair. 

In spite of its marxisant rhetoric, the SPD was willing to co-operate with 
the CDU. It had even offered to enter the ruling coalition in 1949, though 
the offer was turned down by the enu which preferred a coalition with the 
Free Democrats and the German Party (a minor conservative party of 
northern Germany, which disintegrated after 1960). But in North Rhine
Westphalia, the largest German Land, the CDU led by I<arl Arnold was in 
coalition with the SPD until 1953.34 

The SPD's insistence on being the party of German unity, and therefore 
a more national party than the CDU, probably had the positive effect of 
neutralizing the otherwise inevitable shift to the right of the expellees' vote. 
Schumacher's foreword to the SPD's Dortmund Programme of Action (1952) 
was imbued with national self-confidence. The SPD was the party of patriot
ism as well as international socialism, with unification as its most important 
national aim: 'For us the unification of Germany is a short-term not a long
term goal.'35 

This nationalism, unlike that of the Labour Party or the French commun
ists, was not anti-European: the SPD advocated greater European economic 
co-operation, including a reduction in national sovereignty unless it was 
specifically against German national interests.36 Underlying this, however, was 
an unulistakable hostility to the actual process of European integration, on 
the part of much of the European Left. As Schumacher declared at the 1950 
Hamburg Party Conference, this was a Europe of the 'Four I(s': konservativ, 
klerica/, kapitalistisch and kartellistisch. 37 

The 1952 action programme reaffirmed the SPD's opposition both to 
German rearmament, and to signing a treaty on West European defence, 
because it would have enshrined the division of Germany as permanent.38 

These positions had not substantially changed two years later, in 1954, when 
the SPD expounded its Aktions-Programm at the Berlin conference. There was 
the same insistence on German unity and the same conviction (which turned 
out to be correct) that only a policy of international detente would lead to 
the peaceful reunification of the country,39 There was, however, a growing 
realization (which, in reality, Schumacher always had) that the fate of Germany 
was in the hands of the two superpowers, whose rivalry and struggle was -
in the SPD's analysis - the principal cause for the continuation of the 
division.40 In the meantime, no international treaty which was likely to prevent 
the unification of the country should be signed. Thus, the SPD was against 
both the Warsaw Pact and NATO (without naming them), as it was against 
any treaty signed by the Federal Republic which might involve nlilitary action. 
But the EDC treaty was particularly opposed on the grounds that it did not 
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give Germany the same control over strategic decision-making as the other 
members.41 This was not stated in the treaty itself, but no one seriously 
assumed that the French would accept a German general in charge of French 
troops. 

The neutralism of the SPO did not represent the 'true' position of the 
party. In reality, the SPO was far from neutral between East and West, as its 
vociferous anti-communism made abundantly clear. Neutralism was rather 
the position which the country (as opposed to the party) should adopt in order 
to offer guarantees to the USSR and enable peaceful reunification to occur. 
Thus the SPD's policy was, so to speak, more pro-USSR than it would have 
been, had Germany been a 'normal' country. 

Peace re~ained one of the most salient features of the SPD's foreign 
policy throughout the 19 50S, though unlike the peace campaigners of France 
and Italy the SPD maintained its distinctively anti-Soviet outlook, blaming 
the Cold War on Moscow rather than Washington. 

The SPD's manifest neutralism was further enhanced by the launching in 
March 1958 of a vast 'Campaign against Atomic Death' (Kampf dem Atomtod) 
which, like the British Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), was not 
officially sponsored, but was supported by the young, by intellectuals and 
theologians, and by the trade union confederation, the DGB, which even 
considered the possibility of calling a general strike.42 The campaign was 
electorally unsuccessful: the elections of July 1958 for the largest Land, North 
Rhine-Westphalia, fought on the peace issue, resulted in a remarkable COU 
victory, though this was largely at the expense of the FOP rather than the 
SPD, which did well. 

This setback did not stop the SPD from persisting with a major (and 
final) neutralist document on foreign affairs: the famous Deutschlandplan (plan 
for Germany) presented in March 1959. Similar to its own 195 5 'German 
Manifesto', it was a positive response to previous Soviet proposals and to 
the Rapacki Plan, and therefore doomed from the beginning. It involved the 
creation of a denuclearized 'zone of detente' (Entspannungzone), which would 
initially include both parts of Germany, as well as Poland, Czechoslovakia 
and Hungary. Within it there would be no Warsaw Pact or NATO troops, 
and only limited national defence forces. This would create the precondition 
for a gradual and controlled disarmament of the two blocs within the 
fran1ework of a collective security system which would include both the USA 
and the USSR. Once this was achieved, the countries comprising the Ent
spanntlngzone would leave NATO and the Warsaw Pact.43 Only then, on the 
basis of consent, would there be a step-by-step unification of Germany 
through the development of contacts between the two parts of the country, 
including joint meetings of MPs from both the DOR and the Federal 
Republic. 44 The document made it clear that all existing international treaties 
would remain in existence until the final phase.45 

The Deutschlandplan encountered the hostility of the COU (but not of the 
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free democrats, who had a similar plan of their own, having moved rapidly 
in the direction of neutralism in the course of 1956);46 and it was ignored by 
the West (though the Labour Party, then in opposition, immediately adopted 
a similar plan - see below). The USSR was no longer interested in a neutral 
Germany, and this was made clear to the SPD envoys to Moscow, Fritz Erler 
'and Carlo Schmidt. The Soviet Union now sought to defend the sovereignty 
of the DDR and was probably aware that neither Hungary nor Poland would 
remain communist for very long if allowed to be in a zone outside Soviet 
control. 

Neutralism was now an option only for those countries already committed 
to it, and who therefore were outside a 'logic of the blocs' which had become 
totally impregnable. German unification, if it ever came, was going to be the 
product either of negotiations between the superpowers, or of a unilateral 
act by one of them. Either way, no West European country was going to be 
able to play more than a secondary role. When this was realized, only a year 
after the launching of the Deutschlandplan, Herbert Wehner, the SPD's deputy 
leader, stunned the party's supporters and opponents alike on 30 June 1960 
by suggesting in the Bundestag that the COU and the SPD should adopt a 
common, bipartisan foreign policy. The basis for this was the formal recogni
tion by the SPD that 'the European and Atlantic Treaty systen1 of which the 
Federal Republic is a part is the basis and framework for all German foreign 
and unification policy.'47 The DeutschJandpJan was a 'thing of the past', with 
the blan1e for its failure being firmly, and not entirely unjustly, pinned on the 
DDR.48 

In the otherwise fairly grey politics of the Bundesrepublik, Wehner's speech 
quickly became a widely reported media event. There was, of course, some 
internal opposition, especially from Hesse, one of the bastions of the SPD 
Left, but there was also considerable public support. 49 The party had just 
gone through the lengthy discussions leading to the 1959 Bad Godesberg 
Programme: the idea of adopting a new party image had time to sink in. On 
the other hand, the surprise (and dismay) of many of the activists could be 
justified precisely because there had been no warning that changes in foreign 
policy were being considered. Bad Godesberg had not innovated in the field 
of foreign policy. It had not accepted NATO. It had restated its suspicions 
of the BEe: 'Regionally limited supranational association must not be allowed 
to result in "closed-door-policies".'so It had reaffirmed its aim of securing 
'the inclusion of the whole of Germany in a European zone of reduced 
tensions'.51 Now all this was changed and, soon, the party activists came to 
accept the changes as they usually do. 

For years the SPD had been careful not to demand unilateral withdrawal 
from NATO and had already dropped its initial opposition to the EEe. But 
all its foreign policy initiatives assumed that Germany, and not the main 
victors of the Second World War, would have the leading role in the 
determination of its own future. The significance of Wehner's speech was the 
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recognition that the consensus of the 'four occupying powers' (but Wehner 
here really meant the two superpowers) was the necessary condition for any 
eventual disarmament, and that this would occur prior to German unification 
and the creation of a 'neutral zone'. 52 

The SPD would contribute to the policy of detente by playing the role of 
constructive opposition. 'This is not a suggestion for a coalition. Do not be 
afraid', added Wehner, whose intention was rather to secure the official 
'Western' legitimization of the SPD by being regularly consulted on foreign 
policy by the COU. The most overt sign of the new constructive u100d of 
the SPO was that it started to attend the meetings of the NATO parliatnentary 
group. 53 

In divesting itself of its neutralist clothes and stressing once more that the 
party 'belongs spiritually to the West\54 the SPD was in fact opening up the 
possibility of a coalition with the CDU, though no such offer would be made 
for another six years. The terrain was being prepared by the SPD through 
suggestions that the main difference between the two parties should be on 
domestic issues, rather than on foreign affairs. 55 

The acceptance of Atlanticism did not mean that the SPD had abandoned 
the idea of an active foreign policy, as most Atlanticist socialist parties had 
in fact done. Nor did it mean that bipartisanship in foreign policy entailed 
adopting all the positions of the CDU. On the contrary, in the 1960s and 
19705, with the development of Ostpolitik, the SPD left such a strong imprint 
on German external relations that it established a framework other parties 
had to follow. For once, some of the rules of the foreign policy game were 
drafted by the Left. The SPD had been the only major socialist party in a 
NATO country to support the European peace campaign. Now that it 
accepted Atlanticism, German pacifism was deprived of an organized political 
party. This left thc communist parties as the most consistent West European 
campaigners for disarmament. 

The French and Italian communists, who nlight otherwise have appeared 
to ,be quite isolated, succeeded in mobilizing and gaining the respect of many 
people. The peace campaigns of the 19 50S were the most iOlportant early 
forays into a form of 'new politics', non-class-based and single-issue oriented, 
which would become familiar to the political activists of the 1960s and 19705. 
In France and Italy, where the peace movement was strongest, it was virtually 
entirely communist dominated. Elsewhere it lacked strength and cohesion, 
with the possible exception of Germany. 

The peace campaigns were directed against the new atomic weapons of 
mass destruction. The initial impetus came from the Stockholm Appeal 
launched by the World Congress of Partisans of Peace, a communist
sponsored body, in the Swedish capital on 19 March 1950, a few months 
before the outbreak of the I<orean war. The tcxt of the appeal demanded the 
banning of all atomic weapons and declared that first use of these weapons 
would constitute a crirne against humanity.56 
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The movement collected 400 million signatures worldwide (including, 
obviously, the Soviet Union and the People's Republic of China) - or so it 
claimed. In Italy it allegedly gathered seventeen million signatures and in 
France fourteen million though these figures almost certainly represent a 
'creative' exaggeration and more sober estimates suggest a figure for France 
of 9.5 million (even then this was twice the number of communist electors).S7 

In France, the PCF could easily monopolize the peace movement since 
the socialists were aligned with Atlanticism, while in Italy Nenni's PSI was 
unable to galvanize a mass movement. Inevitably, the cause of peace and 
disarmament became associated with 'totalitarian' communism, yet the 
communist parties themselves used the issue to emphasize their national 
identity, patriotism and commitment to their country's independence from 
US imperialism. Thus Togliatti, protesting against the visit to Italy of US 
General Ridgway, who had allegedly used germ warfare in I(orea, accused his 
Christian democratic opponents of selling the country to foreigners and of 
not being 'the true Italy ... victorious in 1945 against the fascists and the 
Germans'.58 

While the French PCF was similarly anxious to stress its patriotism, it 
would nevertheless be wrong to conclude that the strategies and tactics of 
the two parties were identical. The Italian PCl eschewed street confrontations 
and distanced itself from violent demonstrations such as that organized by 
the peF on the occasion of the visit of Ridgway to Paris on 28 May 1952, 
openly recognizing that they were not in a revolutionary or pre-revolutionary 
situation.59 They also used the peace issue to begin to build bridges with the 
church. On 12 April 1954 Togliatti launched an appeal to Catholics to join 
with the communists in order to 'save human civilization'.60 Togliatti's speech 
contained the familiar themes of anti-Americanism and pro-Sovietism, but 
there was a novel element - namely, an explicit request for a long-term 
alliance between communism and Catholicism on a non-class issue such as 
~nternational peace. 

Any goodwill acquired by either party on the peace front rapidly evaporated 
when they both supported the Soviet suppression of the Hungarian uprising 
in 1956. ihis signalled the end of the peace movement in Italy and France, 
while it began to develop elsewhere, particularly in Britain, largely outside 
the organized Left. This is hardly surprising: it had been the Labour Party, 
when in government, that had helped launch NATO, had been among the 
strongest supporters of the Cold War, and had developed and tested an 
atomic weapon. 

The movement for British unilateral nuclear disarmament addressed itself 
to the Labour Party because its more realistic supporters successfully argued 
that there was no chance of unilateralism prevailing unless it became Labour 
policy. Thus, the British peace movement was from the very beginning quite 
different from those of France and Italy. In these two countries a strong 
communist party launched the movement, partly because peace was one of 
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its foreign policy objectives, partly because it needed allies. In Britain the 
movement tried to force the issue on the Labour Party and the trade unions. 
'Winning Over the Labour Party' has since then always been one of the chief 
goals of single-issue campaigns; while 'being inside the mass movement' has 
always been one of the main preoccupations of the communist parties of 
France and Italy and, to a lesser extent, of the SPD in Germany. 

Accordingly, it is more plausible to argue that the origins of the British 
movement against nuclear weapons were to be found in the churches or 
even in the Golders Green Co-operative Women's Guild, led by ex-suffragette 
Gertrude Fishwick, rather than in the Labour Party.61 The chief characteristic 
of this movement, apart from its evident ethical dimension, was its conviction 
that Britain's role was a global one, and that the actions of the United 
Kingdom mattered a great deal to the rest of the world.62 The fact that 
France and China soon joined the nuclear club did not remove the belief 
tha t a unilateral British move to abandon nuclear armaments would have a 
great moral impact on other countries. This 'moral imperialism', as Richard 
Taylor aptly called it,63 was epitomized by J. B. Priestley in the New Statesman 
of 2. November 1957; his 'Britain and the Nuclear Bomb', which launched 
eND, was full of nostalgia for Britaids 'former grandeur', for the days of the 
Second World War when Britain stood alone against fascism, and for a pre
Suez era when the country had some moral standing in the world.64 

The Labour Party reacted coolly to all this. The recognized leader of the 
Labour Left, Aneurin Bevan, after briefly toying with unilateralism, de
nounced it mercilessly as 'an emotional spasm' at the 1957 Labour Party 
Conference (which rejected unilateralism by a resounding majority). His 
arguments were as 'imperial' as those of his opponents: the bomb gave 
Britain the prestige and international standing which would enable it to 
interpose itself between the two superpowers and act as a moderating in
fluence. 65 This quite unrealistic assumption, redolent of imperial illusions, 
has remained at the very core of British defence policy for over thirty years 

a powerful demonstration that political rationality and intelligence are not 
pr~requisite in the formulation of foreign policy. The debate between uni
lateralists and those who wanted to keep a 'British' nuclear system continued 
for years, even after the decision to terminate the Blue Streak missile pro
gramme (for economic reasons) signified that the government had realized 
that the country could no longer support research and development in 
advanced weaponry. Britain had a bomb, but it could not deliver it without 
using American missiles. The 'British independent nuclear deterrent' was 
neither British nor independent: it had become inextricable from the US 
defence system. The fact is that possession of the bomb gave British public 
opinion the sense that the country mattered in world affairs: to be against 
the bomb was to alienate the electorate. This is not something political 
parties risk lightly. More or less unconsciously, politicians perceived that 
British possession of nuclear weapons made not the slightest difference -
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one way or the other - to international peace. If that was the case, they 
might as well be retained and the people kept happy. Such views could not 
be held openly: an honest display of cynicism and electoral opportunism 
seldom wins votes. 

Bevan's renunciation of unilateralism was almost certainly due to his belief 
that his post as shadow foreign secretary would never otherwise be translated 
into its equivalent in a Labour government.66 If such was his thinking, he 
was certainly correct, since the unilateralist position was always seen, by 
friends and foes alike, as an 'oppositional' posture and/or, at best, as a 
symbolic gesture of the party's commitment to a 'third way' in foreign affairs. 

The main practical effect of the CND on the Labour Party was to oblige 
it to develop a foreign policy somewhat different from that of the Con
servative Party. This led to a new document, called Disarmament and Nuclear 
War: The Next Step (2.4 June 1959), which bore a striking similarity to the 
SPD's Deutschlandplan. It included th~ removal of foreign forces from Europe, 
the eventual reunification of Germany, its subsequent withdrawal from NATO, 
and the concurrent withdrawal of Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary from 
the Warsaw Pact. It also agreed that Britain would 'unilaterally' abandon 
nuclear weapons provided all other countries, except the USA and the USSR, 
agreed to ban them toO.67 There was never the slightest chance of this being 
acceptable to anyone, let alone the French and the Chinese who were well 
on the way to joining the nuclear club. 

At the 1960 Conference the unilateralists won the vote on disarmament. 
Those whom Gaitskell had labelled 'pacifists, unilateralists and fellow travel
lers' trounced him. Even though CND was overwhelmingly a middle-class 
movement, Gaitskell was not beaten by the constituencies, two-thirds of 
which supported him, but by the bloc vote of the trade unions whose leaders 
objected to his attempt to abolish Clause Four of the party constitution (see 
chapter 10 for an extended discussion).68 Gaitskell vowed to 'fight and fight 
and fight again'. And so he did and, a year later, having recouped the trade 
union vote (minus Frank Cousins's Transport and General Workers' Union), 
he overturned unilateralism. CND, which had not expected its 1960 victory, 
was defeated. Unilateralism became an important issue within the Labour 
Party only when used in internal factional struggles. Once the revisionist 
~ttempt to alter Clause Four had failed, unilateralism ceased to matter and 
remained dormant until the I970s. 

The dispute over the bomb barely disguised the far more controversial 
issue of Britain~s membership of NATO. It could be argued that, to operate 
as an authentic international mediator, Britain would have had to leave NATO 
as well as disarm. But in so doing, it would automatically have weakened the 
West and strengthened the USSR, thus relinquishing whatever dubious author
ity it might have had as a mediator. No European socialist prime minister 
ever tried to take his country out of NATO's military structures. The only 
two leaders who did so, and did it successfully, were conservatives: Charles 
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de Gaulle and J(ostantinos I(aramanlis, the Greek 'de Gaulle'. France, having 
become an atomic power in 1960, left the military structure of NATO in 
1966, thus incurring the wrath of the USA. Greece followed France in 1974 
in what were, however, quite different circumstances (see chapter 21). De 
Gaulle provided the most important argument for a West European in
dependent nuclear force: the Soviet development of Inter-Continental Ballistic 
Missiles (ICBMs) and the successful launch of the first Sputnik meant that 
the USSR now had an effective deterrent against an American nuclear strike. 
In these circumstances US nuclear protection of Europe in the event of a 
Soviet conventional attack was less credible. It required the Europeans to 
trust that the Americans would risk the destruction of major East Coast 
cities in order to save Europe, and the Soviets to believe that the Americans 
would take such a risk. If such trust was lacking, and in France it certainly 
was, the logical consequence was that Europeans themselves had to possess 
a nuclear deterrent. West European nuclear disarmament made sense only if 
one believed that there were no circumstances which would lead to a Soviet 
attack, or that the defence of Europe would always be in the absolute national 
interest of the USA. 

The French move \vas not destabilizing for the West because French 
nuclear weapons were obviously directed against the USSR, in spite of de 
Gaulle's claim that they were directed against any possible threat. The loss 
of France's membership of 'military' NATO had been more than cOlupensated 
for by French deployment of nuclear weapons, which added to the West's 
system of deterrence. France acquired greater prestige in the non-aligned 
camp, but never became a mediator between East and West. Furthermore, 
France's withdrawal had been initiated by a man of the Right and had not 
been the outcome of pressure from a mass movement of the Left. The 
unwritten rules of the 'logic of blocs', which established that no country 
within a bloc could be ruled by politicians friendly to the other side, had 
been respected. 

De Gaulle's foreign policy was inevitably rather problematic, not only for 
the USA but also for the French Left, especially the comn1unists. De Gaulle 
sought a rapprochement with the USSR; he was anti-American, nationalistic, 
did not wish French armed forces to be under NATO (i.e. US) control, was 
suspicious of the and totally opposed to any form of supra-nationalism. 
In other words, there was no major foreign policy issue on which the PCF 
could disagree. At the same time, an alliance with Gaullism was unthinkable 
and impracticable. Anyway, de Gaulle did not need the communists. The 
entire French Left was condemned to have a strange love-hate relationship 
with the man who twice in his lifetime embodied France in a way unparalleled 
in the twentieth century. It was an entirely one-way relationship: de Gaulle 
ignored the Left while achieving, because he was not of the Left, what no 
socialist leader in a NATO country could: a shift towards national in
dependence in foreign policy, a critical stance towards America's VietnalU 
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policy, and recognition of France's role as a champion of the Third World 
among the advanced countries. 

De Gaulle's foreign policy achievements contrasted sharply with the dismal 
failures of SFIO-led governments after 1956: Algeria and Suez. In Algeria 
the war was prosecuted with ferocity and a colonial mentality strongly imbued 
by a particular form of 'socialist' racism: at no stage were the interests of 
millions of Algerians allowed to prevail over those of less than a million 
working-class white settlers. Furthermore, the Algerian war led to the French 
socialists being dragged into the Suez affair, ostensibly to keep the canal in 
the hands of the West, in reality to weaken Arab nationalism as represented 
by Garnal Abdel Nasser. 

The intervention in the Suez Canal and the Israeli invasion of the Sinai 
peninsula - jointly agreed with London and Paris - can be interpreted in a 
variety of ways. These events ate usually considered to represent the last 
attempt on the part of the French and the British to hold on to their imperial 
roles and to intervene on the world stage without the prior support of the 
USA. This is certainly an accurate reading of the consequences of the Suez 
affair; but it is unlikely to have been one of the reasons for intervention. 
Illusions about imperial greatness, and Eden's fixation with equating Nasser 
with Hitler, account in part for British behaviour; SFIO leaders like Christian 
Pineau also had frequent recourse to the Hitler analogy, while sympathy for 
Israel and Nasset's support for the Algerian nationalists propelled the SFIO 
towards intervention. In intervening, however, the SFIO simply executed 
French foreign policy as any non-socialist government might have done. No 
specific view of the world informed its behaviour. A MRP-Ied government 
would have done exactly the same. 

Suez was one of the very few international crises of the 1950S and 19605 
which did not have an overt East-West dimension. True, the communist 
bloc took a clear pro-Egyptian stand, while the West European Left, including 
the British and excluding the French socialists, disapproved of the inter
vention. But the USA too was very critical. Gaitskell called the government's 
use of force in Suez an 'act of criminal folly'. He was backed by the whole 
of his party and by the TUC. Labour's stance was not motivated by any 
sympathy for Nasser and Egyptian nationalism, or any understanding of 
emergent nationalist Third World forces seeking to recover control over 
their own resources. Nor even was it prompted by the realization that any 
truly independent Egyptian government would sooner or later have done 
what Nasser had done. This unusual break with partisanship in foreign policy 
by the British Labour Party was due to distaste for the use of force, a 
commitment to the United Nations, perhaps a desire to unite the party, and, 
last but not least, to the conviction that Britain's place in the world was to 
~arch in step with the USA.69 

Suez marked the only major disagreement between Labour and Con
servatives on an international crisis in \vhich British troops were used. 
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Subsequent military expeditions, such as the Falklands War in 1982. or the 
Gulf War of 199 I) found Labour's leaders in complete agreement with the 
Conservative government. Suez also marked one of the few instances in 
British postftwar history in which government foreign policy was sharply at 
odds with that of the USA, whose own UN resolution was vetoed by France 
and Britain. The whole expedition was mounted without American support 
and it was American financial retaliations against Britain through the IMF 
that led Harold Macmillan, Chancellor of the Exchequer, to change his 
originally hawkish position on Nasser. Thus Labour's stand, which occasioned 
some unpopularity with British public opinion, then in one of its periodic 
fits of mindless jingoism, was closer to that of the USA than the Con
servatives. 

The Suez crisis marked a historical turning-point in European attitudes 
towards the NIiddle East. After 1956 neither the French nor the British 
maintained a substantial interest in the Middle East, once their jealously 
gUflrded zone of influence. Arab nationalism became a force of growing 
political importance. Israel came to rely increasingly on American protection. 
The USSR, hitherto excluded from the area, became one of the principal 
players. The whole area, once renl0ved from European imperialism, became 
caught up in the developing polarization of the international system between 
East and West. 

Yet Suez had very little impact on the main parties of the European Left. 
The main significance was that the SFIO found itself isolated at a conference 
of the Socialist International held in Copenhagen (30 November to 2-

December 1956). The delegates censured the invasion of Egypt by the UK 
and France. The French delegation walked out when the vote was taken and 
there were four abstentions -- Belgium, Israel, Spain and the Jewish Labour 
Bund; otherwise it was unanimous. 70 

Mollet remained unrepentant, clainling his only regret was that he had 
been forced to stop the French intervention,71 None of this seemed to matter: 
the French socialists were already unpopular and ineffective as a government 
and as a party. Even if Suez had not occurred, the Fourth Republic, with 
which they were so closely identified, would have collapsed. Similarly, the 
British Labour Party did not benefit from the Suez affair. It had warned 
against the intervention and had been proved right. Eden became a strong 
contender for the title of Britain's worst post-war prime minister. Yet this did 
not help Labour in the least. Eden resigned, Macmillan becanle prime 
minister, and the Conservatives went on in 1959 to win their third successive 
electoral victory. Foreign affairs, electorally speaking, mattered far less than 
the growing prosperity of consun1ers. 

The other major crisis of that eventful year was the Soviet intervention in 
Hungary. This, as we shall see, considerably affected the West European 
communist parties, but not the socialists, who all responded with unequivocal 
condenlnation. Only for the Italian Socialist Party was the Hungarian crisis 
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of son1e significance. At the Turin Congress of 1955 the PSI had already 
begun to reconsider its policy of a united front with the pel. There was a 
strong faction, led by Riccardo Lombardi, in favour of greater autonomy 
with respect to the PCI. During 1956 the denunciation of Stalin by the 
Soviet communists and, later, the invasion of Hungary, finally convinced the 
PSI leader Pietro Nenni that the time had come to renew its links with the 
centrist PSDI and re-examine its overall alliance strategy. So strong were the 
ties between the PCI and the PSI that even the invasion of Hungary was not 
condemned unanimously. Within the PSI, a small far left group led by Emilio 
Lussu supported the invasion and even the larger mainstream left faction, 
led by Lelio Basso and Tullio Vecchietti, could not bring themselves to 
condemn the presence of Soviet tanks in Budapest out of fear of helping the 
Right; both groups gained the epithet of 'tankist'.72 

Hungary, however, acted as a catalyst for the divorce between the PSI and 
the PCI, an event of enormous importance for the subsequent course of 
Italian politics. The division of the Left was the single most important factor 
behind the persistence of Christian democratic power in Italy. By the time of 
its Venice Congress (1957), the PSI had denounced 'frontism' (the close 
alliance with the pel) and had begun a rapprochement with the DC which 
would lead it into government six years later. 

For the other European socialists, Hungary did not present any serious 
problems. They all worked on the assumption that the events occurring on the 
other side of the 'iron curtain' did not affect them. The fate of 'socialism' in 
Eastern Europe was not central to their concerns because it was not demo
cratic socialism. In reality, Western socialists held some values in common 
with the ideology and practice of Soviet-type communism, such as an enmity 
towards capitalism, a belief in the historical inevitability of socialism and in 
the central role of the working class in progressive politics, and a generally 
collectivist outlook. This was often considered an inconvenient embarrass
ment, an association which would give solace to their conservative enemies. 
Once they had reiterated their not insignificant differences with communism, 
they remained content to disapprove when necessary and condemn if required. 
An ever increasing provincialism and the fear of being tainted by association 
with communism were sufficient to inhibit West European socialists from 
developing a distinct policy towards the 'socialist countries'. The only exception 
was the SPD in Germany; it did not have the option of ignoring the problem, 
"at least not as long as communism ruled over East Germany. 

In general, in the 19 50S, the West European Left adopted foreign policy 
positions only when necessary ~ that is, when their own country had to have 
a position. Otherwise, all they seemed to think was needed was the adoption 
of a moral stance. The peculiarity of moral positions is that all they require 
is to identify the 'good' side. This often enables the parties concerned to 
refrain from engaging in any practical activity aimed at avoiding the recurrence 
of the problem. The problem-solving side of international affairs became of 
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relevance to the parties of the West European Left only when they were in 
government, not a frequent occurrence in the 1950s. In opposition most of 
them were not expected to be particularly constructive and thus played a 
fairly insubstantial role in what, but only with considerable hindsight, turned 
out to be the most important event in Western Europe at the time: the 
creation of an European Economic Community between France, West 
Germany, Italy and the three Benelux countries. Not many people could 
foresee then that an economic pact which left out the majority of the 
countries of Western Europe, not to speak of the whole of Eastern Europe, 
could be seen as the possible foundation for the political and economic 
unification of the entire continent. In March 1957 the six founding member 
countries signed the Treaty of Rome, which established two organizations, 
the EEC and the European Atomic Energy Community (EURATOM), whose 
purpose was the promotion of nuclear power for peaceful purposes. 

None of the socialist parties of the Six was opposed in principle to the 
construction of an integrated Europe; indeed, those of the Benelux countries 
were enthusiastic federalists. Nevertheless, there was no distinctive socialist 
input into the construction of the new European community. Its origins 
were firmly tooted in previous attempts at resolving the 'German question' 
- that is, the prevention of a revival of German military might - through the 
creation of a system of industrial economic interdependence, chiefly in steel 
and coal (the ECSC of the Schuman Plan), and through the integration of 
the German army in a European defence force (first the failed RDC, then 
the WEU and the inclusion of Germany in NATO). Furthermore, the ERe 
started life bearing the unmistakable marks of the free market. Its avowed 
objective was the removal of barriers to competition. Its ideology was one 
of liberalism allied to equivocal federalism. It made grandiloquent claims that 
it would prevent war breaking out in Western Europe as if7 by I957, there 
was the remotest possibility of such an eventuality. Its rationale was, of 
course, far more robust: the creation of a powerful zone of free exchange 
which would provide the basis for a large market. The USA was a staunch 
supporter of European integration and exercised constant pressure for the 
creation of an economically prosperous Europe, committed to Western values 
and the struggle against communism. This made it even more difficult to 
conceive of the EEC as a mechanism which would facilitate the development 
of socialism. 

The BEC was then, as well as later, criticized for being a narrow-minded 
organization of inward-looking, prosperous countries. Though there is some 
truth in this, a less severe interpretation would also point out that the EEC 
was a European answer to the growing internationalization of the world 
economy, to the rise of two multinational world powers, to the development 
of a non-aligned movement. All these phenomena underlined how reduced 
the prospects for the traditional nation-state had become and how necessary 
it was to share sovereignty with other countries. This was happening precisely 
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at a time when the European socialist movement had made its peace with 
the nation-state, and when West European communists were constructing a 
'national' road to socialism grounded in the appropriation of patriotic senti
ments. These and other political circumstances surrounding the birth of the 

such as the Cold War, the weakness of social democracy, the successes 
of capitalism, and the developing consumer society, account for the singular 
absence of a significant 'social space' (as it would later be called) in the EEC. 
Had the BEC been created in 1945, it would certainly have had a collectivistic 
charter. This might not have made a great difference to its actual development 
in the 1950s; but it would have provided the parties of the Left with a 
socialist rationale for Europeanism and a continental framework for action. 

Some may argue that the 'Treaty of Rome was not entirely silent on the 
social dimension; no one could suggest that this was more than barely 
perceptible. Article I 19 established - at French insistence - the principle of 
equal pay between men and women, but its impact was very small: the gap 
did narrow a little, but this occurred throughout Europe and not just in the 
Six. Articles 117 and I 18 were vague and non-binding declarations of intention 
to harmonise social policies. Article 120 aimed at not reducing paid holidays, 
rather than increasing them. The only discernible meaning of Article 121 was 
that the Commission could, if the Council so wished, help migrant workers. 

The almost total exclusion from the Treaty of Rome of themes character
istic of welfare socialism confirms the view that its object was the creation 
of a common market and not of an economic union. The difference between 
the two is that a common market can be achieved by 'negative integration' 
- that is, the removal of obstacles to competition - while economic union 
also entails positive integration, that is, 'the formation and application of co
ordinated and common policies in order to fulfil economic and welfare 
objectives'.73 At the time, 'economic union' was not really on the agenda. 
rhe realistic alternatives seen1ed to be either a national sovereign state able 
to define its own legislation on all matters, including welfare; or a common 
market in which national welfare legislation would inevitably take second 
place to the requirements of free competition. It is thus not surprising if, in 
the circumstances, the more committed exponents of welfare socialism (such 
as the British and the Scandinavian parties) turned out to be the least 
'Europeanist' parties. 

The socialist parties of the Benelux countries were left as the only ones 
trying to inject some left-wing content into the process of European integra
tion. The Belgian PSB/BSP tried to ensure that the EEC accepted the 
principle of 'the common ownership of investments destined for public works 
of an international utility'.74 However, their chief negotiator, Paul-Henri Spaak, 
one of the so~called 'founding fathers' of Europe, was far more interested in 
establishing a large market than in any form of European public ownership. 
The PSB/BSP became committed to rapid integration and many were already 
looking beyond a mere common market to con1plete European unification. 
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The position of the Dutch PvdA was not very different. It too gradually 
became enthusiastically Europeanist. It was Jahan Willen Beyen, the non
party affiliated foreign minister of a coalition government led by the PvdA 
leader, Willem Drees, who was the author of the main plan for the establish
ment of the EEC.75 

In the three Benelux countries Europeanism remained a constant and 
unifying element in national politics. The differences between the parties 
were minimal. The Left never seriously tried to argue a distinctive socialist 
case for the EEC. Like the commitment to parliamentary democracy, it was 
not something to be questioned, but formed part of the common ground 
upon which political arguments could be advanced. Only the communists, 
who were outside the confines of 'normal' politics, systematically voted against 
European integration. All the main political parties assumed that the EEC 
would benefit their national economies which were, in any case, closely 
interconnected with those of Germany and France. 

It should not be assumed, however, that because the socialist parties of 
the Benelux countries were Europeanist, Europe mattered a great deal to 
them. 76 European policy was in the hands of a small group of leaders, such 
as Spaak in Belgium and Beyen in Holland, while party activists moved 
slowly away from a position of diffidence to a cautious acceptance of the 
economic case for European integration. 77 On the whole, however, there was 
little debate since socialist activists were not interested in Europe and since 
all parties were in agreement. 

The high degree of consensus over Europe achieved in the Benelux 
countries is hardly surprising, given that they were not seriously divided by 
political strife of the Left-Right kind, but by linguistic and/or religious 
matters. Furthermore, the Coal and Steel Community had already linked the 
economies of the Benelux countries to those of France and Germany, and 
the EEC was seen as a natural development of this process. Unlike the 
Sc~ndinavian countries, which could look to further Nordic co-operation, 
the three small Benelux states had no other option but to turn towards 
Central and Southern Europe. 

The SFIO contributed nothing at all to a European social space, which is 
hardly surprising given the consistent paucity of this party's welfare initiatives 
in France. The SFIO saw the EEC as the royal road towards the modern
ization of French capital. Only European integration, the SFIO believed, 
would compel France to modernize its economic structures and achieve the 
growth rates which would olake higher social spending possible.78 The em
phasis here was on a 'common market' rather than a federal Europe. Even 
a pro-European 'revisionist' socialist like Andre Philip justified the EEC in 
largely economic terms: an expanded market would allow France to escape 
from the balance of payment constraints which turned every wage increase 
into a mechanism which sucked in imports and made French exports less 
competitive. 79 Justifications of the EEC couched in socialist terms were rare, 
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and limited to explaining that the Treaty of Rome was perfectly compatible 
with socialism, that it would provide a favourable international context for 
socialists, and that standards of living would improve. 8o 

The French Communist Party's opposition to any supra-national organ
ization was total. It expressed this in its usual extrelne1y immoderate language: 
Jean Monnet was accused of being an American agent, the Schuman Plan 
had been described as the continuation of Hitlerism, and now the Adenauer 
administration was referred to as the 'neo-Nazi' in Bonn, with the Mollet 
government being assigned the role of the Vichy regime.s1 Yet the PCF was 
consistent: like the SFIO, it accepted that the BEC could make possible the 
modernization of French capitalism; but unlike the SFIO, it did not think 
there was anything desirable in this. Capitalist modernization, in the PCF's 
view, entailed an increase in productivity which would inevitably be achieved 
by increasing the rate of exploitation of the workers. Georges Cogniot) 
Thorez's main adviser on European matters, had no qualms: the EEC entailed 
'a very serious abdication of national sovereignty'; it would deprive the French 
Parliament of all powers over tariffs, prices, taxes and investments; France 
would lose out economically to West Germany because investments would 
go towards the Federal Republic rather than to France, and least of all to the 
Midi and the west; French wages would sink to the level of those in Holland 
and Italy.82 The free movement of labour would lead to massive immigration 
from Italy and would keep down the wages of French workers.B3 Furthermore, 
modernization would require massive changes in French agriculture, the 
closure of low productivity small farms, and a consequent exodus from the 
countryside. The PCF was not just a working~class party. It had acquired a 
sizeable following among the peasantry, especially in the south, and it wished 
to expand it further. 

The PCF was even outraged at the prospect of EURATOM, which was 
expected to develop civilian nuclear energy, not because it had any objections 
to nuclear power, but because the French would make a disproportionate 
contribution (they were developing their own bomb), while the other five 
would 'bring nothing' with them. It should be said that in France atomic 
euphoria had started almost as soon as the news of the destruction of 
Hiroshima was received. The promise of technological wonders, the belief in 
a nuclear age based on an unlimited supply of clean, cheap and safe energy 
had seized the country.84 With pride, Cogniot reminded his readers that 'It 
is in our country that atomic science was born. France has three thousand 
nuclear specialists while in the rest of capitalist continental Europe you could 
not find another thousand'.85 

The peF's nationalist appeal, couched in terms of defence of national 
sovereignty against both the Americans and the supra~nationalism of the 

could attract some sectors of the rural and urban petty bourgeoisie. 
This reflected the fact that a nationalist discourse remained strong and 
popular, and it is understandable that the PCF did not relinquish it. A few 
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months after the EEC Treaty became operational (1 January 1958), Charles 
de Gaulle was called back to the helm of the country and developed further 
a peculiarly national conception of European integration. As often happened, 
the pessimistic predictions of the PCF were not fulfilled. German capital 
went on growing but did not destroy France or the prosperity of the French 
working class. French agriculture did undergo a massive transformation, since 
BEC agricultural policy cushioned French farmers more than adequately. 
The purpose of the PCF, however, was not the same as that of a forecasting 
institute. The regular predictions of doom and gloom were part and parcel 
of its electoral appeal: the PCF offered the sole opposition to 'the system', 
to change, to technological progress; it rallied the discontented; it achieved 
the remarkable objective of being at once a deeply conservative party and a 
revolutionary one; all changes were for the worse, yet the future belonged to 
socialism. Thus the PCF's ideological parameters were always contradictory: 
it was a nationalist party subservient to a foreign power (the USSR) and a 
revolutionary party eternally suspicious of novelty. This is not necessarily a 
critical statement; ideologies often require contradictory elements. 'Pure' 
ideologies which are internally consistent may be intellectually satisfying, but 
they can only be the prerogative of negligible sects. 

The PCl, apparently at one with the French in its opposition to the EEC, 
had quite different ideological constraints. The fall of fascism had foreclosed 
any further development of nationalist ideas. Nationalism was not used by 
the ruling Christian Democratic Party, which relied, ideologically speaking, 
on a contradictory commitment both to traditional values and to moderniza
tion - a characteristic of virtually all brands of post- I 945 political catholicism. 

The PCI, though always careful to stress its patriotic credentials, could 
not play the national card in as truculent a manner as its transalpine counter
pat·t. Furthermore, to appear to stand in the way of o10dernization in Italy 
would have been political suicide. To be anti-modern is a luxury available 
only in modern countries. Italy did not feel itself as yet to be in this category. 
The Nazis could long for the good old days of rural Germany, but Mussolini's 
fascists were clearly committed to modernity. Neither the Christian demo
crats nor the communists could seriously hope to make any advances on the 
basis of 'the good old days'. Finally, the pcr of Togliatti, unlike the PCF of 
Thorez, had a far more intelligent understanding of the strategy required by 
Western communism if it was to survive in a hostile environment. 

Two further elements led the PCI to have a less intransigent posture 
towards the EEC than other communist parties: the first was the desire to 
avoid antagonizing the PSI, which had already signified its positive view of 
the EEC; the second was the pressure it was under from the main trade 
union, the Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro (CGIL), whose leader, 
the comn1unist Giuseppe Di Vittorio, "vas keen to preserve trade union unity 
with the socialists. Thus the C01TI1TIUnique of the party's Executive Com-
111ittee of 24 March 1957 simply called for a revision of the treaty (whose 
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contents had not yet been revealed), and stressed that it was 'understandable 
and correct' that narrow national markets should be enlarged and that new 
forms of international co-operation attempted: the working class should not 
in principle be against this.86 Nevertheless, the PCl opposed the Treaty of 
Rome on the grounds that it would spell the ruin of Italian agriculture, that 
the EEe would be dominated by 'monopoly capital' and the USA, and that 
the division of Europe would become further entrenched. The PCI's 
ppposition to the BEC increased rather than decreased in the following few 
years. But it tended to be motivated by catastrophic forecasts of the 
consequences of the EEe for the Italian economy, rather than by any 
principled animosity towards supra-nationalism.87 The forecast was, of course, 
altogether mistaken: in that period Italy achieved an export-led boom of 
massive proportions, obtaining the fastest growth rate in its entire history. 
The PCI's pessimistic view of the chances of Italian capitalist development 
had, once again, turned out to be wrong. It was only in the 1960s that the 
party would eventually begin to adopt a Europeanist approach which would 
lead it, two decades later, to embrace an outspoken federalism. 88 

In the development of a policy towards the EEC, both Italian and French 
communists were hampered not only by their own analysis, but also by 
Soviet hostility towards all schemes for European integration. Such animosity 
was understandable. Both the superpowers had a perception of international 
affairs which was deeply influenced by the East-West dimension. Thus, the 
birth of the EEC, which might have been considered as the first phase in the 
self-emancipation of Western Europe from political dependency on Washing
ton and/or as the creation of a trading bloc which would rival the USA, was 
in fact considered by both the USA and the USSR to be the economic 
dimension of Atlantic Europe. Consequently, the construction of the EEC 
was continually encouraged by the USA and disparaged by the USSR. 

These reservations are not surprising. There has never been any certainty, 
before or since 1957, as to the course European integration might take. To 
attempt to discover what the EEC 'really is', by analysing the clauses of the 
Treaty of Rome, is a futile exercise. The nature of complex institutions, and 
the path of their eventual development, cannot be deduced from their legal 
framework. European integration should be seen as a territory in dispute, in 
which the contending participants vie to establish their own definition of 
what the process 'really' is. Differing meanings have been advanced, including: 
a large market necessary for further growth and prosperity; the long arm of 
the USA or 'Atlantic' Europe; the harbinger of everlasting peace in Europe; 
a rich men's club conspiring to defraud the Third World; a nightmare of 
bureaucratic centralization; the basis for a United States of Europe; the 
overcoming of petty and divisive nationalisms; a defence against 'the Anglo
Saxons'; an instrument with which to keep German militarism in its place; 
the gateway to modernization; a Roman Catholic plot for the domination of 
the continent; and so on. 
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In the mid- 19 50S, given the prevalent climate of the Cold War, the 
interpretations which prevailed were those of 'Atlantic Europe' and modern
ization. This is how the EEC was seen by much of the Left in continental 
Europe. Thus, when the PSI, the only pro-Soviet socialist party, resolved 
after the Hungarian revolt to distance itself from the Italian communists, it 
signalled the change by expressing itself favourably disposed towards the 
formation of a 'single European market' at its Venice Congress (February 
19"57) with the face-saving proviso that 'the interests of the workers' and 
of the Italian south should be" safeguarded.89 The PSI, still an opposition 
party, could not go so far as to vote in favour of Italian participation. But, 
by abstaining, it gave a strong signal that it was moving away from pro
Soviet neutralism to Europeanism, and possibly Atlanticism, although it 
continued to abuse American imperialism. It was not by accident that the 
change of position vis-a-vis Europe coincided with the rise to eminence within 
the party of a group of modernizers, led by Riccardo Lombardi, who had a 
far less catastrophic view of modernity and capitalism than the old left 
majority of Pietro Nenni. The PSI, however, remained suspicious of the 
EEC for a long time: it was still attached to a national vision of the transition 
to socialism; it feared the alleged power of the Brussels bureaucracy; and it 
was alarmed by the dominance exercised by the Paris-Bonn axis.90 The theme 
of European integration did not command much attention in the ranks or in 
the leadership of the PSI. It was used as a symbol of change but little 
thought was given to it. A book which purports to record the vicissitudes of 
post-war Italian foreign policy through the eyes of Nenni failed to include 
any information on how the birth of EEC was perceived by the socialists.91 

What emerges so far is that, outside the narrow confines of the Benelux 
countries, the parties of the Left, unable to foresee the importance European 
integration would acquire, paid very little attention to it. In Northern Europe, 
Scandinavian co-operation was seen as a safer alternative. The Norwegian 
Labour Party thought that European integration might lead to a 'neutral' 
Europe, without American protection, at the mercy of the USSR. There was 
also the apprehension, shared by many outside Norway, that the new Europe 
would be dominated by Catholics.92 In Britain the general assumption of 
both government and opposition was that the post-war impetus towards 
European integration had subsided.93 Labour shared the Conservatives' general 
scepticism towards 'Europe', its distaste for supra-nationalism in any form, 
and an obsession \vith its 'kith and kin' in the white Commonwealth. The 
Labour Party, unable and unwilling to be the party of empire, could retain an 
'imperial' stance by substituting the word 'commonwealth' - and this is what 
Harold Wilson did in 1956, when he announced to the House of Commons 
that the Labour Party had becotTIe the party of the ComtTIonwealth.94 The 
I<iplingesque ideology of the 'white n1an's burden' could be made acceptabJe 
from a socialist point of view: Labour's special international role was to help 
the peoples of the colonies on the road to political and economic emanci-
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pation. This is not to deny that the British imperial tradition had made the 
Labour Party particularly aware of the plight of the Third World. At a time 
when it was common to see evidence of blatant racial discrimination in the 
streets of London - 'coloureds need not apply' and 'sorry, no coloureds' 
the Labour Party's 1959 election manifesto (Britain Belongs to You) denounced 
the 'vast problem of the hungry two-thirds of the world', declared that to 
'solve this problem is the biggest task of the second half of the twentieth 
century" and warned that 'Two worlds, one white, well-fed and free, the 
other coloured, hungry and struggling for equality, cannot live side by side 
in friendship.'95 Concern for the Third World was also n1anifested by the 
British Conservatives who argued, somewhat paternalistically but with justifi
cation, that the issues there were education, democracy and civil rights,96 

Both parties assumed that, with the failure of the EDC, the high tide of 
Europeanism had receded. The chancellor of the exchequer, Harold Mac
mil,lan, was really speaking for both sides of the House when he declared in 
November 1956 that Britain would never agree, 'as a matter of principle" to 
enter an arrangement with European countries which would treat imports 
from the Commonwealth less favourably than those from the continent.97 

But a few years later, Macmillan himself as prime minister knocked in vain 
at the door of Europe in order to do precisely what 'as a matter of 
principle' - he said Britain would never do. Bismarck put it well in a letter 
to his wife: 'One clings to principles only for as long as they are not put to 
the test; when that happens one throws them away as the peasant does his 
slippers.' Then the real, long and interminable Great British Debate on Europe 
began. But in the 1950S a supreme insouciance, bordering on complacency, 
dominated the country's two main parties. The EEC was scarcely mentioned 
at the Labour Party annual conferences of 1956,1957 and 1958. 

British indifference to the EEC cannot be attributed exclusively to vacuous 
dreams of imperial grandeur, narrow-minded provincialism, little England 
chauvinisln, or irrational fear of continental involvement. All of these played 
a part, but there were also what seemed to be solid economic reasons. In 
1958, the year in which the Treaty of Rome can1e into effect, British trade 
with the whole of Western Europe (Le. imports plus exports) amounted to 
30.2. per cent, while just four former colonies - Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand and South Africa - absorbed 2. 1.2 per cent of total trade and the 
rest of the Third \Vorld (not including oil exporters) accounted for a further 
2. 5.6 per cent. The trend, of course, pointed towards Europe and away from 
.the old and new Commonwealth, and one may reproach British political 
parties for not detecting it. But this trend was an historical novelty. In 1913 
British trade with Europe was 37.2 per cent, n1uch higher than it was in 
1951.98 The shared experience of all British politicians was of a long decline 
of British economic involvement with the Continent. It is therefore not 
surprising that so 'national' a party as British Labour should spend so little 
time discussing whether to join a community of six European countries, 
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three of which had a market half the size of Britain's. The European issue 
was seen entirely as a question of economics, hence as a 'technical' question 

which really amounted to working out whether the material benefits 
outweighed the disadvantages. Europeanism in the idealistic mode was the 
prerogative of small associations, such as the European Movement ~ 'pres
tigious but inert', as Robert Lieber put it. 99 

One of the minor paradoxes of the relationship between the British Labour 
Party and Europe was that its lack of interest in European integration, not 
to say its distaste for it, was matched by the desire of the social-democratic 
parties of the Continent to involve the British. In this strange saga, something 
approaching an unrequited love affair was being played out. British Labour 
Party supporters, if they were 'internationalists', had their eyes firmly fixed 
on the Commonwealth; otherwise they tended to avoid casting a glance at 
events beyond Dover. Beyond Dover they would have found Guy Mollet, 
the SFIO leader, opposing the development of a federal Europe as long as 
Britain did not join, on the grounds that this would cause too great a division 
in the Continent. IOO Further south, the Italian socialists longed for the British 
to come in to block the developing Paris-Bonn axis - a sentiment echoed 
by all the Benelux socialist parties. 101 In Germany, the only motion on Europe 
at the 1956 Munich Party Conference of the SPD called for the extension of 
the EEe to the UI<.102 The Danes and Norwegians had used British absence 
as one of the reasons for staying out. All this was to no avail. There were 
some lone voices, such as that of Richard Crossman when he wrote, with 
characteristic insistence, of the chances of British pre-eminence: 'If, deluding 
ourselves that the Commonwealth is an independent power bloc, we stand 
aloof from Europe, we forfeit the leadership of Europe, which could be 
ours.'103 Apart from this, splendid isolation from continental affairs, once a 
tenet of British foreign policy, seemed to have become a principle of British 
socialism. 

The Labour Party's great revisionist of the 19 50S, Anthony Crosland, 
otherwise so open to innovatory ideas, did not mention the EEC either in 
the original 1956 edition of his celebrated The Future of Socialism, which is 
understandable; or in the revised edition of 1964, after Britain had applied 
to join and been vetoed by the French. Crosland and Gaitskell, unlike their 
followers, were never enthusiastic about the EEe and never thought the 
matter was particularly important. 104 

They were not alone. The SPD's revisionist Bad Godesberg programme 
of 1959, being primarily concerned with internal politics, was virtually silent 
on the European dimension. Nevertheless, the SPD, which had been critical 
of all previous integrationist efforts, such as the Schuman and Pleven plans, 
voted in favour of the EEe. It was the first time a major foreign policy 
initiative of the CDU had obtained the approval of the SPD.lOS This signified, 
among other things, that the SPD was beginning to distance itself from its 
previous commitment to unification, realizing that it would not occur in the 
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foreseeable future. The Liberals (the FOP) voted against the ratification of 
the Treaty of Rome (as did the party of the 'expellees'), on the grounds that, 
being yet another step in the process of West Germany's integration with the 
West, it would constitute an obstacle to reuniflcation. 106 

The motives for the SPD's turnaround are complex. 107 In the first place, 
it had become possible to argue that West Germany's membership of NATO 
had separated the issue of defence from that of economic integration. The 
SPD could remain opposed to the first (though not for long), while accepting 
the second. Furthermore, the SPD could not ignore the evident sympathy 
the majority of German trade unions felt for the BEe an attitude shared 
by unions in other West European countries. In Italy and France even the 
communist-dominated unions looked towards European integration, if not 
in a positive way, at least without the animosity and pessimism of their 
respective parties. The DG B had accepted the Schuman Plan, though it had 
been rejected by the SPD, in return for Adenauer's assurance that he would 
secure the passage of co-determination legislation in the coal and steel 
industries. The German DGB was also particularly favourable towards 
EURATOM, and at its 1956 Munich convention the SPD discussed at length 
the problems of the second industrial revolution and the atomic age. tOB The 
civilian or peaceful use of nuclear energy was then something which appealed 
to the Left, since it appeared to incarnate the hope that the new source of 
energy which had been used to produce weapons of mass destruction could 
be harnessed for purposes of modernization and production. It must be 
added that support for civilian nuclear power was general. The Suez crisis 
and its effects on oil prices and supplies had also contributed to the popularity 
of nuclear power as a solution to oil dependency. Needless to say, EURATOM 
never worked effectively. 

In the third place, the ideals of European unity greatly appealed to young 
Germans. Europe enabled them to disassociate themselves from the sins of 
their parents and to feel less German. The leftftwing nationalism of Schu
macher had not attracted them. Since Schumacher was dead, the SPD could 
distance itself from this part of his legacy. 

Fourthly, the question of the Saarland had been satisfactorily resolved 
from the German point of view. France (between 1956-58 under a socialist 
prime minister, namely Mollet) had allowed a referendum to take place, which 
sanctioned its return to Germany. There were now no further outstanding 
disputes between the two countries and the SPD could view the developing 
Paris-Bonn axis with greater equanimity. 

Finally, there was the economic issue. By the mid-I950S, the SPD had 
become increasingly committed, in practice at least, to the economic pros
perityof Germany. It had rescinded its previously held pessimistic assumption 
regarding the fate of capitalism in Germany. Growth was clearly benefiting 
the German working class and the SPD was not prepared to disregard its 
pent-up desire to enjoy the fruits of economic development. This is under-
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standable: in Germany the backlog of demand was particularly high. The 
population had suffered as their country fought and lost two world wars, 
went through a massive inflation (1923-24), the Depression, and a level of 
destruction of domestic property unparalleled in capitalist Europe. 109 The 
EEe offered the prospect of great export-led growth to a country which 
had lost all its potential extra-European markets (unlike the British and the 
French). It would have been suicidal for a political party of whatever per
suasion to overlook this predicament. Obviously, this is largely a question of 
image: the connection between European integration and economic prosperity 
was firmly established in the popular imagination. Whether this was more 
than an image, and whether Germany would have prospered equally well 
outside the BEe, is something no one can tell. A counter-factual model of 
such dimensions would be difficult to construct. 

As a socialist party, the SPD might have demanded the inclusion of some 
welfare targets in the Treaty of Rome. It did not do so. The SPD did not 
have a particularly high commitment to welfare reforms. On the contrary, it 
feared that any degree of social harmonization to the level of the French 
(whose insurance schemes were more advanced than those of the Germans) 
would weaken the competitive advantage of German industry. The SPD 
preferred, instead, to push for a common monetary, financial and investment 
policy. This made SPD views on the matter virtually indistinguishable from 
those of the CDU. 110 In any case, most laws passed by the Bundestag did so 
with SPD support. lll 

That the socialist patties of Western Europe showed a lack of conviction 
and originality in foreign policy duting the 19 50S cannot be disputed. Was 
this due to the obsolescence of the socialist tradition itself? The inevitable 
sclerosis which invades ideologies out of step with the times? This is unlikely. 
Social democracy was far from stagnant in this decade. These were the years 
of construction of the Scandinavian model, of ideological renewal in Germany 
and Austria, and, to a lesser extent, in Britain, and of regained independence 
from the PCI for the Italian Socialist Party. In the East, too, there were signs 
of renewal: in Hungary and Poland an ultimately unsuccessful attempt, but 
an attempt nevertheless, was made by independent-minded communists to 
regain autonomy from Moscow and go their own way; while in the USSR 
the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU condemned Stalin and inaugurated a 
long phase during which the system, though still unshakable in its authorit
arianism, at least refrained from the gory terror of the preceding decades. 
And in Rome, though not in Paris, some Western con1munists began to free 
themselves from the shackles of Moscow and proceed, excruciatingly slowly, 
towards the mainstream of the European Left. 

Stagnation cannot explain why the socialists did not develop their own 
distinctive view of foreign policy and international affairs. Nor can electoral 
defeat, for many were in government, Rather, their adoption of a non-socialist 
and fundamentally bipartisan concept of international political and economic 
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relations provided the model for their ideological renewal. They accom
modated their internal programme to the exigencies of a world economy. 
Once these parameters were established, all forms of renewal had to adapt 
to the dominant view of how basic property relations should be organized. 
In other words, the modernization of the socialist tradition becanle the form 
in which socialism renounced the ambition of developing non-capitalist 
economic relations. The constraints of a dominant and successful international 
capitalist economy appeared to make this imperative. To accept these con
straints at the foreign policy level was one aspect of the problem. To be real 
'innovators', it was necessary to adapt in domestic policy as well. Thus, it is 
in the 19 50S and not in the 19805 or the 1990S that the revision of the 
:;ocialist tradition effectively began. 

This process was rarely overt and not always successful. It met strong 
resistance, which was accounted for not solely by the attachment to tradition 
of many activists and leaders, but also by the more or less conscious realiza
tion that authentic reformist politics, to be victorious, require sometimes -
perhaps always - both revolutionary zeal and a radical perspective. 



CHAPTER TEN 

The Foundations of Revisionism 

WHEN A number of socialists, notably in Germany and in Britain, tried to 
redefine what socialism should be, and what its supporters should do, they 
presented this revision as a necessary adaptation to modernity and altered 
circumstances. The growth of working~class affluence, the consumer society, 
the apparent levelling off of social groups, the undoubted prosperity which 
capitalism had brought about, the ostensible failure of nationalizations, even 
the successes of the welfare state were used to explain why the ideological 
armoury of socialist ideas needed a profound overhaul. 

The new revisionism may appear as a striking reaction to successive 
electoral defeats. This was particularly true of the SPD in Germany and the 
Labour Party in Britain, which were out of office for the entire decade. It 
was not a marked feature of parties which were in power, either on their 
own or in coalition, such as the Scandinavian or the Belgian and Dutch. 
Revisionism, of course, was not a new phenomenon; as we saw in chapter 
I, it originated at the end of the nineteenth century and developed alongside 
the organized socialist movement. The difference is that the early revisionism 
of Eduard Bernstein and his followers was denounced by all the parties of 
the Second International, while the revisionism of the 19 50S was openly 
espoused by the leadership of most socialist parties in Western Europe and 
arguably had the support of the majority of the socialist electorate, as well 
as a strong following - in SOlne instances, even a majority - of party activists. 

What the new revisionism attacked was the view that socialism had as its 
goal the abolition of the private ownership of the fundamental means of 
production in other words, of capitalism itself. This is less startling than 
may at first appear. The abolition of capitalism, after all, was hardly the only 
goal of socialism. It was considered a necessary and, for some, even a 
sufficient precondition for the achievement of other desirable objectives such 
as social equality, prosperity and happiness - all aims also pursued by many 
non-socialists. Unlike non-socialists, however, socialists maintained that these 
desirable goals could not be reached while large-scale private ownership 
prevailed. Thus, the establishment of collective ownership in some form or 
other, such as nationalization or, less frequently, workers' control, did not 
require any further justification: the abolition of private ownership was the 
precondition for public happiness. 
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The new revisionism, by demoting the importance of ownership, down
graded that of nationalization. State property no longer constituted the main 
road to socialism. The only remaining rationale for nationalization had to be 
couched entirely in practical terms; for example, that it abolished a private 
monopoly, protected employmentJ permitted greater investment, guaranteed 
essential services or supplies - all reasons which had been used by non
socialists. The consequence of this was that socialist revisionism quite 
deliberately obliterated the painstakingly established border between socialist 
and non-socialist thought. 

It was believed that the loss in doctrinal purity would be more than amply 
compensated by greater strategic flexibility, increased electoral appeal andJ 
for parties operating in circumstances which made coalitions necessary, a 
better chance of finding allies. The new revisionism prided itself on its 
pragmatism and realism while being, at the same time, deeply ethical: it 
constantly referred to the values of socialism and particularly to the struggle 
against inequality and poverty. This 'ethical pragmatism' (ethical ends and 
pragmatic n1eans) deliberately rejected Marxism, its theoretical intransigence 
and its apparent disregard for the ethical dimension. 

By the end of the 1950s, Marxist doctrine, which socialist parties, with the 
exception of the British, had formally adopted at the end of the nineteenth 
century, was abandoned - directly or indirectly - by almost all of them. The 
SPD's new Basic Programme, ratified at the Bad Godesberg Congress in 
November 1959, solemnly declared that 'Democratic Socialism' in Europe is 
'rooted in Christian ethics, humanism and classical philosophy' a general
ization difficult to take seriously.l There is not even the slightest suggestion 
that the views of Karl Marx may have had some influence on 'Democratic 
Socialism'. Anthony Crosland, writing from within the Labour Party, felt the 
need to distance British socialism from Marxism by listing among the 
traditions of British socialism - no fewer than eleven other 'socialist doc
trines? and by dismissing I<arl Marx as the 'founder of the State or collectivist 
tradition in socialism'.3 

There is no point trying to judge Crosland's Marxian scholarship, which 
appears to be based on ill-digested secondary sources. The target is not 
Marx's Marx, but two parallel interpretations of Marx. The first, embraced by 
the old Second International of I(autsky, enshrined in the Erfurt Programme, 
and criticized by Bernstein, propounded a catastrophic view of the destiny 
of capitalism: its ultimate collapse preceded by the growing pauperization of 
the working class. 

The second interpretation of Marx attacked by Crosland was the 'collect
ivist' advocacy of a centrally planned econon1y, characterized by a formidable 
concentration of power in the hands of the state; a Marx far more easily 
detectable in the writings of the Fabians or in the practice of Stalin, than in 
Das Kapital. Neither Crosland nor the revisionist Bad Godesberg Programme, 
however, challenged Marx's conception of historical progress. Marx may have 
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been pessimistic about the outlook for capitalism, but he had a deep 
philosophical commitment to the nineteenth-century idea of progress. This 
remained a strong and inescapable component of social-democratic thought 
and withstood all revisionism. 

Belief in progress was compatible with the renunciation of a militant 
doctrinal commitment to anti-capitalism, for it is a position shared by all 
'pro-industrial' ideologies. Liberalism is even more committed than Marxism 
to an optimistic view of the emancipatory potential of technical progress and 
science. By rejecting the most overtly anti-capitalist component of their 
ideological framework, the socialists had opened a route towards a more 
consequential alliance with liberalism. The revisionism of the late 19 50S wished 
to tone down the differences with liberalism, while distancing itself not only 
from communism repeatedly denounced since its inception - but also 
from traditional socialist anti-capitalism. 

'The new revisionists also tried to make their peace with religion. Anti
clericalism had been one of the driving forces of continental socialism. By 
the 1950S it had become apparent that this served no practical purpose bar 
antagonizing those with religious convictions. Hence the SPD reference in 
the Bad Godesberg Programme to its roots in Christianity. Not even this 
was new: the Aktions-Programm approved at the Berlin Congress of the SPD 
in 1954 contained positive remarks on the social message of Christianity.4 
The Austrian SPO declared in its 1958 programme that socialism and Chris
tianity 'as the religion of neighbourly love are perfectly compatible with each 
other'.s In Holland where, prior to 1956) there were two Catholic and three 
Protestant parties, the socialists could attract only non-churchgoers: hence 
the attempt to eliminate anti-clericalism from the ideology of the party had 
obvious electoral purposes.6 In Belgium the PSB/BSP toned down its anti
clericalism by compromising on the complex issue of religious schools with 
the confessional party, in the belief that 'we shall be able to win a working 
class majority only to the degree to which we remove the obstacles which 
exist in the religious and philosophic fields'.7 

In Italy the PSI, traditionally far more anti-clerical than the PCI, had 
reached the conclusion that a rapprochement with the church could be a way 
of helping left~wing Catholics, such as Giovanni Gronchi, to stop the DC 
from becoming a right-wing party.s A 'dialogue with the Catholics' was the 
main theme of its ThirtYftfirst Congress, held in Turin in 1955.9 By then, 
'talking with the Catholics' was no longer ain1ed at making the PSI n10re 
attractive to Catholic workers, as it had been in past. lO It was clearly directed 
towards the Christian Democratic Party, with a view to participating in 
government. Though, as we shall see, nothing came of it until the early 
1960s, this approach was a necessary rite of passage towards the legitimation 
of the PSI. The left-wing factions of the Socialist Party, loyal to the principle 
of a common front with the PCI, understood this perfectly well and fought 
back. Some (fullio Vecchietti) called on left~wing Catholics to transform the 
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DC into a progressive Catholic party. Others (Emilio Lussu and Lelio Basso) 
simply continued to denounce the DC as the unredeemable servant of the 
church, capitalism and the USA. J 1 

In Italy the encounter with religion had been pioneered by the PCI. Its 
new post-war constitution had been amended to delete any committment to 
Marxism as a condition of membership. Though Marxism was still the method 
guiding the party, anyone who accepted the programme could join it. In 
1947, during the debate on the constitutional draft, the PCI had not hesitated 
to break ranks with the PSI and accept the incorporation of the Lateran 
Pacts of 192.9 (in effect, the 'peace treaty' between the Italian state and the 
Vatican) into the Italian constitution (Article 7).12 The communist dialogue 
with Catholics, somewhat unreciprocated, would be further intensified in the 
I960s, under the reforn1ing papacy of John XXIII and his successor Paul VI. 
Nevertheless, it received further impetus in 1954 when the PCI leader Palmiro 
Togliatti advocated a dialogue with the 'Catholic world~ to establish a deeper 
'Co-operation on the issue of peace. 13 The PCI never ceased to seek this 
dialogue. At the Eighth Congress of 1956 Togliatti called for a (political 
alliance with those Catholic forces which from a position of generic anti
capitalism aspire to subject Italy's capitalist structures to essential radical 
changes'.14 By the Ninth Congress (1960), the PCI declared that 'the policy 
of entente with the Catholic world is part of the Italian Road to Socialisn1; 
we seek a long-term alliance not only with the Catholic masses but also with 
their organizations.'15 

It is, of course, true that socialists, and a far from insignificant body of 
Christian opinion, share a commitn1ent to social solidarity and altruism, a 
distaste for pecuniary greed, a repugnance for the single-minded accumulation 
of consumer goods, and a somewhat suspicious view of the effects of 
individualism on the general welfare. It may be thought that revisionist 
socialism was inconsistent in soliciting a more open relationship with the 
church, while embracing some of the fundamental principles of individualistic 
liberalism, such as the belief in the ultimately beneficial consequences of 
progress and material growth. Logic and politics have little in common. 
Successful political ideologies and parties are seldom consistent. The liberal 
parties themselves, in a minority throughout Western Europe, were quite 
content to share power whenever they could with confessional parties, while 
priding themselves on their anti-clerical roots. The new revisionism tried to 
find a way out of the impasse between a tradition which appeared to have 
come to a standstill (socialism) and a thriving reality (the popularity of 
capitalism); it did not seek to establish a rigorous doctrine but, rather, gloried 
in pragmatism. 

In Britain the most important text of the new revisionism was un
questionably Anthony Crosland's The Future of Socialism (1956). Perhaps it was 
also the most important in Europe where, however, it had very little impact, 
notwithstanding the extravagant claims made on its behalf since: 'a towering 
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castle', 'the greatest socialist thinker of all time',16 Most of what Crosland 
wrote was not very original, but it represented the best summa of the argu~ 
ments put forward in an unsystematic way first by Evan Durbin and later by 
the Labour revisionists grouped around the journal Socialist Commentary,17 One 
of them, Douglas Jay, had been a consistent upholder of a right~wing 
interpretation of social democracy and had frequently opposed public owner
ship as an aim of socialism, IS Hugh Gaitskell, leader of the Labour Party 
after 195 5, had previously sho\vn impatience with Labour's fixation with 
nationalization.19 In an essay on 'The Ideological Development of Democratic 
Socialism in Great Britain', published a few months before Crosland's book, 
Gaitskell relegated the Marxistic tradition of the Labour Party Oohn Strachey 
and Harold Laski) to brief unsympathetic comments, and highlighted J. M. 
I(eynes's contribution instead.20 The widespread acceptance of !(eynes in the 
post-war period was very largely due to the fact that for social democrats he 
represented the possibility of regulating capitalism for social ends; and for 
moderate conservatives, the assurance that capitalism could survive and 
achieve a wide measure of social consensus . 

. In the 1964 preface to the second edition of his book, Crosland recognized 
that he had been too optimistic about the prospect of economic growth in 
'the Anglo-Saxon economies'.21 Yet the second edition is substantially the 
same as, though less complacent than, the first, as if his earlier supposition 
that there would be a continuous quantitative economic growth was peripheral 
to the main argument. This is not so. Crosland's original assllmption of constant 
growth amounted to a recognition that capitalism had solved the problem of 
accumulation. This is no marginal admission: if capitalism can promote 
growth, then socialism can leave well alone and concentrate on its remaining 
priority: ensuring an equitable social division of the fruits of growth. In 
other words, belief in growth justified the greater significance placed by 
Crosland on the distribution of wealth at the expense of the struggle for the 
abolition of the private ownership of capital. 

This belief was shared by all socialist revisionists throughout Europe in the 
1950s, and was a necessary part of their new vision. It drastically revised the 
general view - held by many socialists immediately after the Second World 
War - that capitalism could not possibly recover successfully. Although the 
ideology of progress and the belief in constant growth can be easily traced 
back to the nineteenth century, it was only after the Second World War that 
this belief was translated into an overwhelming consensus, especially among 
economists. Writing in 1964, just before the popularization of the pessimistic 
predictions of doom-laden ecologists, Alec Cairncross could point out: 

Long after Adam Smith, the literature of economics is strewn with prophecies of 
a stationary state in which growth would finally cease under the influence of 
some limiting factor such as population growth, the law of diminishing returns, 
a fuel shortage or a chronic tendency to over~save .. , The main shift of public 
opinion did not take place until the war and post-war years.22 
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The Marxist pioneers of the socialist movement did not believe that 
capitalism could grow constantly, but they believed in the inevitable imM 
provement of society. Now the situation had almost reversed. There was 
faith in the strength of capitalism, but scepticism over the inevitability of 
sodal advance. The triumph of socialism was no longer believed to be 
inevitable, while barbarism had become possible. In the New Fabian Essays 
(1952) Richard Crossman clearly expressed what one might call 'the new 
pessimism', when he wrote: 

The evolutionary and the revolutionary philosophies of progress have both proved 
false. Judging by the facts, there is far more to be said for the Chris cian doctrine 
of original sin than for Rousseau's fantasy of the noble savage, or Marx's vision 
of the classless society ... modern civilisation ... enables us to cure sickness on 
a huge scale and to destroy each other on a huge scale. It enables us to liberate 
each other on a huge scale and to tyrannise each other on a huge scale ... there 
is no evidence of any continuous upward line of social progress.23 

The paradox of the new revisionists was that while they were relinquishing 
belief in the 'continuous upward line of social progress', they were adopting 
a belief in the 'continuous upward line' of economic growth under capitalism. 
Thus Crosland criticized the negative view of capitalist development which, 
in the 1930s, had led socialists to assume that wealth distribution, full 
~mployment and other 'immediate objectives~ could be implemented only 
after the abolition of capitalism.24 Capitalism had now changed; indeed, it 
had become 'manifestly inaccurate to call contemporary Britain a capitalist 
society':25 'Today the business class has lost this commanding position', 
economic decisions were now in the hands of public industrial managers, 
and full employment had increased the power of organized labour.26 The 
ownership of the means of production had become irre1evant.27 Full em
ployment had made the workers stronger. The social-democratic state, not 
the capitalists, was now in charge of the economy. 

The idea that the control of large joint-stock companies had moved away 
from their owners, now a multitude of shareholders, to a class of managers, 
was not new. !(eynes noted it as early as 192.6.28 It was widely discussed in 
the 1930S by de Man and other socialist revisionists of the time (see chapter 
3). Other well-known theorists of the ownership-control divide were Adolf 
A. BerIe and Gardiner C. Means, authors of The Modern Corporation and Private 
Property (1932.). Subsequently, it was popularized by James Burnham, a former 
Trotskyist, who in his influential The Managerial Revolution (194 I) argued that 
'the de facto management of the instruments of production has ... (increasingly) 
... got out of the hands of the capitalists'.29 This argument was used not 
only by Crosland, but by virtually all other revisionists in Europe the 
Austrians in particular - as an argument against nationalization.3D In France 
Burnham~s book was published in translation as L'ere des organisat8Nrs with a 
preface by Leon Blum. The view that ownership had become immaterial was 
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used by Andre Philip to suggest that the fundamental problem of socialism 
was now the distribution of power between social groupsJ' In 195 z Jules 
Mach, in a lengthy re-examination of the socialist tradition, came to similar 
conclusions: the evolution of capitalism meant that the 'socialization of profit' 
and a drastic alteration in the distribution of power could occur without 
necessarily modifying property relations.32 

Nationalization - claimed Crosland - would not alter control, only owner
ship. Thus, it could not be among the ends of socialism J or a means to 
'creating a socialist society, establishing social equality, increasing social welfare, 
or eliminating class distinctions'.33 Crosland saw socialism as something to 
be achieved incrementally: 'since we could still have more social equality, a 
more classless society, and less avoidable social distress, we cannot be 
described as a socialist country.'34 In this sense socialism was still seen as an 
'end-state J

, though one which could not be reached by revolution or sudden 
legislative fiat, but only after a long process of molecular social and political 
change. Yet, in another context, socialism was not an 'end-state' at all, but 
a set of values held by socialists: 'Socialism is not an exact descriptive term, 
connoting a particular social structure ... it simply describes a set of values.'35 
The most important of these was that 'every individual should have an equal 
chance,,36 the state would ensure that the vigorous pursuit of equality would 
not lead to excessive elitism. 37 Personal consumption and a high wage eco
nomy should be promoted, not least in order to provide goods and services 
for all, which were broadly similar to those currently enjoyed by an elite.38 

Wealth and property should be redistributed. 39 The key to achieving this was 
'A rapid rate of growth ... at least for the next decade', which, 'far from 
being inconsistent with socialist ideals, is a pre-condition of their attainment'.4o 
Crosland added: 'So long as we maintain a substantial private sector, therefore, 
socialists must logically applaud the accumulation of private profit.'41 This 
was the 'central economic dilemma facing contemporary social democracy', 
for the key question was what socialists should do to ensure that private 
profits were reinvested and therefore used as 'a source of collective capital 
accumulation and not as a form of personal income'.42 

Crosland failed to provide concrete proposals as to how to achieve such 
a public-spirited and responsible capitalism. He recognized and accepted the 
division of labour between the economic and political levels of society: capital 
accumulates and the state spends. Socialism is about public spending and is 
thus dependent on capitalism's success for its own fortune. The enemy was 
not capitalism in general but a particular form of it: unregulated, laissei:/aire 
capitalistu. This enen1y, however, had virtually vanished: 'private business 
now finds it quite natural that Whitehall should intervene in the economy to 
a degree which would have been thought outrageous a generation ago.'43 A 
relatively new form of economic managen1ent had developed and this required 
a new form of socialist politics. 

The argutuent was hardly unfamiliar. All 'revisionism' must necessarily be 
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based on the proposition that political doctrines need to be realigned with 
the new realities that prevail. How this was to be done was far from clear. 
Revisionism knew where not to go, but had not, as yet, discovered which 
new route to follow outside the tested avenue of Keynesian macro-economic 
management. Richard Crossman, the other main Labour Party thinker of the 
1950s, admitted this: 'We are certainly not in a position as yet to map the 
new route to socialism.' Apparently, some vital pieces of research were 
required. Crossman's own list included a detailed assessment of the inter
national balance of power, an analysis of the strength of Britain's position in 
the world, and a fresh investigation of the changes in the structures of the 
country since 1940.44 In a similar vein Denis Healey lamented that 'the Party 
as a whole lacks any systematic theory of world affairs.'45 In the best academic 
tradition the conclusion had to be that 'more research is needed'. 

With hindsight, the most important and significant pages of Crosland's 
boo k were not the firs t 5 17, but the las t dozen or so. In these, with grea t 
prescience, he suggested that as more and more socialist goals were achieved, 
reformers would increasingly have to deal with issues which could not be 
classified as specifically socialist or non-socialist, but which lay 'in other 
fields altogether such as civil liberties, the sociological problems of mass 
society, the freedom of personal and leisure life'.46 With clarity and much 
passion, taking issue explicitly with the Fabian tradition and, perhaps, his 
upbringing (his parents were members of the Plymouth Brethren, a funda
mentalist puritan Christian sect), Crosland called for a radical change in 
cultural attitudes: 

much could be done to make Britain a more colourful and civilised country to 
live in. We need not only higher exports and old-age pensions, but more open-air 

brighter and gayer streets at night, later closing-hours for public houses, 
more local repertory theatres, better and more hospitable hoteliers and restaur
ateurs, brighter and cleaner eating-houses, more riverside cafes ... better design 
for furniture and pottery and women's clothes, statues in the centre of new 
housing-estates, better-designed street-lamps and telephone kiosks, and so on ad 
infinitum. 

He then turned to the 

more serious question of socially~imposed restrictions on the individual's private 
life and liberty. There come to mind at once the divorce laws, licensing laws, 
prehistoric (and flagrantly unfair) abortion laws, obsolete penalties for sexual 
abnormality, the illiterate censorship of books and plays and the remaining restric
tions on the equal rights of women. Most of these are intolerable and should be 
highly offensive to socialists, in whose blood there should always run a trace of 
the anarchist and the libertarian, and not too much of the prig and the prudeY 

This intimation remained quite unheeded in the socialist movement. The 
prig and the prude prevailed. The peculiar blend of individualism and anarch
ism, and the longing for an alternative order of society which developed in 
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the 19605 were ostracized by both the revisionist and traditionalist wings of 
the organized Left. 

Socialist revisionism remained firmly committed to politics in the narrow 
sense and ignored culture. It did not open new horizons. Perhaps this is 
inevitable under the conditions of democratic politics, where competition for 
votes acts as an obstacle to political innovation. This is confirmed by 
examining the most famous 'revisionist' manifesto of social democracy of 
the decade: the 1959 Bad Godesberg Programme of the German Social 
Democratic Party. 

Like British Labour revisionism, that of the German social democrats 
was chiefly determined by what seemed an unstoppable series of electoral 
defeats. In 1957 the CDU/CSU had gained an absolute majority (50.2. per 
cent) and 2.70 seats out of 497. The SPD had increased its vote since 1953, 
but only from 28.8 to 3 1.8 per cent. This was all the more disappointing 
because in the second half of the 19 50S the SPD was gaining ground in 
almost every election, and controlled major cities such as Berlin, Hamburg 
and Bremen. The problem was that the rival CDU was increasing its share 
of the vote as well, at the expense of the FDP.48 The system was clearly 
becoming polarized. 

Unlike Hugh Gaitskell in his attempt to alter Clause Four of the Labour 
Party constitution (see below), the SPD leadership met no serious resistance: 
the new programme was accepted by the delegates by 324 votes to 16. The 
Bad Godesberg Congress had been carefully prepared: thousands of activists 
at~ending hundreds of meetings discussed aspects of a ne\v basic programme 
aimed at superseding the technically still valid Heidelberg Programme of 
1925. With some exaggeration Bad Godesberg has been called the 'culmina
tion of the almost one-hundred-year old process of de radicalizing socialism 
in Germany'.49 Unlike the other two most important political programmes of 
German socialism - the Com",unist Manifesto of Marx and Engels and the 
Erfurt Programme of I<autsky and Bernstein - it was far more concerned 
with the image of the movement than its strategy. However, revisionism 
developed within an established German tradition of proceeding through the 
adoption of various 'fundamental programmes'.50 

The most significant difference between Bad Godesberg and its pre
decessor of 192.5 was not that Marxism went unmentioned something most 
commentators emphasize - or that the party committed itself to growth (a 
commitment made in previous statements), or its acceptance of the market, 
but the merging of the party's immediate demands and its long~term aims. 
This classical distinction, readers will renlenlber, enabled the party to advance 
virtually any refOftnist short~tefm goals provided the final aim the abolition 
of capltalisol was regularly and resolutely reaffirmed. At Bad Godesberg 
short- and long-term aims were conflated. The forsaking of Marxism was the 
symbolic representation of the abandonment of socialisnl as an 'end-state'. 
The new goals were equally valid for both present and future: growth of 
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prosperity, a just share of the national product, full employment, stable 
currency, increased productivity. 51 

The de-Marxification of the party was, in reality, the abandonment of 
Kautsky's Marxism, hitherto the dominant version of the doctrine in the 
SPD, and its belief in the inescapable laws of capitalism, the inevitable 
impoverishment of the working class, and the growing proletarianization of 
the middle classes. Against this, German social democrats, well into the 
19705, would read and revive Bernstein's Marxism. S2 

The other most heralded revision of Bad Godesberg was the alleged 
abandonment of nationalization. The Aktions·Programm of the Berlin Party 
Congress (1954) still explicitly advocated the nationalization of basic in
dustries.53 This was not to be found in Bad Godesberg. But it does not 
follow that nationalization was necessarily repudiated. A textual reading of 
the document discloses the enigmatic way in which the issue was dealt with. 
There was, at first, an apparently unambiguous statement to the effect that 
the SPD was against 'totalitarian> control of the economy and 'favours 
competition whenever free competition really exists'.54 This was followed by 
the most frequently quoted words of the programme: 'As much competition 
as possible, as much planning as necessary.' These words were not new. The 
Dortmund Ale.tions~PrograttJm of 1952 stated that the SPD supported real 
competition 'whenever it is appropriate'.S5 In 1954, at the Berlin Congress, 
the SPD was far from negative about the free market: it advocated an active 
competition policy and regulation against monopolistic and unfair com
petition; it maintained that planning for 'stability' would be in the interest of 
competition; and it championed help for small entrepreneurs to enable them 
to be more competitive.56 

Though Bad Godesberg was not against free competition, it was hostile 
to large-scale enterprises on the grounds that these were incompatible with 
the free market. 57 This meant that the role allocated to planning ('as much 
as necessary,) could be quite broad if one held the view that free competition, 
in advanced capitalist societies, was seriously limited by oligopolistic power. 
It may appear that the social democrats had joined the neo-liberals in 
assuming that capitalism functioned at its best under conditions of free 
competition - that is, in a golden and largely mythical age in which a wide 
array of small firms keenly competed and in which the consumer was 
sovereign. That may be so. But what is relevant here is that the SPD used 
the concept of 'free competition' as a justification for regulation of the 'new' 
capitalism, which was clearly large-scale and for which, so it followed, planning 
was necessary. Whether this mayor may not have included nationalization is 
left to the readers to decide; the programme is diplomatically silent. There 
is nothing in Bad Godesberg to deter the supporters of nationalization. It is 
therefore not true - as some have asserted58 that this was necessarily 'a 
programme of "reformist liberalism" (in which) there was no longer any 
basic difference (with) the CDU social market philosophy' - though in 
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practical terms (that is, when it came to legislating), many of the CDU 
proposals went through the Bundestag with the votes of the SPD. S9 

Bad Godes berg - like most party programmes - was an open text full of 
ambiguities. This is precisely why it could be acceptable to the overwhelming 
majority of the party. It followed the second principle of the Napoleonic 
dictum: 'constitutions should be short and obscure.' In this way it allowed 
for divergent interpretations and permitted the safeguarding of party unity. 

To understand the Bad Godesberg Programme, it is necessary to go beyond 
the text and examine the context. It is the programme of a working-class party 
which no longer wished to represent itself as such, because this had become 
an' obstacle to the securing of political power. This was not just electoral 
opportunism - although, after three defeats at the polls, it would have been 
quite understandable if the party had felt it necessary to divest itself of wor1cing
class 'signs' Oanguage, programme, banners and images) in order to acquire 
non-working-class votes. The abandonment of the SPD's working-class identity 
and its transformation into a Votkspartei (a 'people's party'), were necessary in 
order to beCOIne acceptable to the whole of West German society, and not 
just to its own electorate. Thus the programme was more important for its 
silences (no mention of Marx or nationalization), and the accompanying 
symbolic changes, than for what it said. 

In 1952, at Dortmund, the SPD had defined itself as the party of 'workers, 
civil servants, white-collar workers, intellectuals, middle classes, peasants and 
all the people who need to work', and not explicitly as a people's party.60 
Two years later, in the Berlin Action Programme, came the announcement 
that the SPD had changed from 'a party of the workers' to 'a party of the 
people' (Partei des r/otkes) though, schizophrenically, it reaffirmed that the 
working class remained the foundation of its membership and electorate.61 

By 1959, even these positive references to a working-class identity were 
abandoned for good. 

The 'de-proletarianization' of the image of the party was a central feature 
of revisionisn1 everywhere, including, as we shall see, the reforn1 con1munism 
of Nikita S. l<hrushchev in the Soviet Union. For example, the Austrian 
socialists, in their 1958 programme, relinquished the belief in the central role 
of the working class and dropped the expression 'working class', in favour 
of 'all the workers', in order to emphasize the community of interests which 
linked wage earners to salary earners.62 

In Britain, Croslandism thought that shedding the 'proletarian' image of 
the party was a necessary precondition for electoral advance. The burgeoning 
of sociological studies which suggested that the working class \vas about to 
disappear or, if not the workers themselves, at least their consciousness of 
being such, reflected the widespread belief that Western European society 
was becoming less rigidly stratified in opposing classes. It was held that 
affluence was destroying class consciousness. Soon, as in the USA, the alleged 
model of the future, everyone would be middle class. 
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None of this was entirely new. The concept of the embourgeoisement of 
the working class and of the affluent worker, which became increasingly 
fashionable in the 19605, was far from novel. It dated from Eduard Bernstein 
in the early days of socialist revisionism. Lenin himself, an innovator who 
disguised his ceaseless revisions in the language of fun~~nlentalism and 
orthodoxy, produced a fully elaborated theory of embourgeoisement when 
he postulated that super-profits from the exploitation of the colonies enabled 
the capitalists to obtain the allegiance of better-off skilled workers, the so
called 'aristocracy of the proletariat'. The Belgian socialist Hendrik de Man, 
writing in 1926 in his P.rychology of Socialism, noted that when he realized that 
it was impossible 'for the working class to attain more prosperity without 
undergoing embourgeoisement, I suffered one of the most grievous dis
appointments of my life' ,63 

By the early 1960s, Otto K.irchheimer had recognised that class parties, 
bourgeois as well as proletarians were everywhere transforming themselves 
into 'catch-all' parties and seeking the support of new social groups, while 
trying to hold on to their traditional ones. 64 For working-class parties, an 
appeal to the urban salary earning classes (civil servants, white-collar workers, 
etc.) was the most obvious avenue for electoral recruitment, because there 
was a considerable community of interest between these and blue-collar 
workers.65 This transformation entailed further changes: a drastic reduction 
of the party's ideological baggage; a more electorally-oriented strategy; and a 
much higher profile and greater power for the leaders at the expense of the 
still too ideologically oriented individual members. 

The abandonment of ideology had become a political necessity. Among 
committed intellectuals, affirmed Daniel Bell with over-hasty certainty, 'the 
old passions are spent' and he added, with more justification: 

The irony ... for those who seek 'causes' is that the workers) whose grievances 
were once the driving energy for social change, are more satisfied with the society 
than the intellectuals. The workers have not achieved utopia, but their expectations 
were less than those of the intellectuals, and the gains correspondingly larger.66 

The assumption that working-class consciousness was being drastically altered 
by affluence is quite distinct from the supposition that the actual proportion 
of the working class in capitalist society had changed. The working class had 
not diminished in size; on the contrary, it had increased as we noted in 
chapter 8 (see Table 8.3). What occurred was a modification of the class 
structure due to the massive contraction in the size of the rural population 
and a corresponding expansion of the middle classes. Some of the new 
middle class came from the rural classes, but most were former workers or 
children of workers. 

It is difficult to assess and generalize the ideological effects of such major 
changes. We know that religion had a greater hold among the rural than 
among the urban population. We also know that socialist ideology had 
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Table 10.1 France, 1956 elections: occupation of voters as a share of total party vote (0/0) 

PCF SFIO MRP National average 

Peasants and rural workers 7 22·5 

Professionals and artisans 10 10 16 13·7 
White-collar workers 17 Z3 20 13-4 
Blue-collar workers 49 39 3 I 35. 2 

Pensioners 19 2.0 2.6 15. 2 

100 100 100 100.0 

Sourte: Adapted from Sondages, no. 4, 1960, p. 18; reproduced in Roger Martelli, 'L'annee 
1956', in Roger Bourderon et aI., Le PCP; itapes et problctllcs 1920-1972, Editions Sodales, Paris 
1981 , p. 443· 

penetrated the working classes more than any other group. In the absence of 
reliable surveys, one can only surmise that the 'hold' of socialism among ex
members of the working class was less strong than the corresponding in
fluence of religion among ex-rural dwellers. Socialism was specifically targeted 
at the working class, but religious appeal was always more universal. It follows 
that the new workers transferred from the countryside kept their religious 
ideology more than the new middle class which originated from the working 
class. If this is so, then the de-emphasis on working~class centrality by the 
socialist parties was a prudent strategy, and so was their toning down of anti
clericalism. 

Nevertheless, socialist parties did not wait until the 1950S to question 
their emphasis on the working class. They started doing so as soon as they 
became strongly engaged in electoral politics - in many instances, as far back 
as the 1920S - partly because the industrial working class is usually a minority 
of the population, partly because no socialist party could ever seriously hope 
to capture the allegiance of all workers.67 

But was the appeal of the left parties so exclusively aimed at the working 
class? Even the most vociferously 'worlcing-class) party in Europe, the peF, 
had been quite successful in extending its influence from the working-class 
areas of northern France and the industrial belt around Paris to the rural 
societies of the south west and the Mediterranean. As a result, the PCF 
obtained a proportion of the non-working class vote not massively out of line 
with that obtained by its socialist rivals and the Christian democratic MRP'68 

The Italian communists were far more aware of the need to capture the 
middle-class vote than the French had ever been. In 1946 Palmiro Togliatti, 
in a famous speech, had launched an appeal to the 'middle groups', suggesting 
that there was no fundamental contradiction of interests between the working 
class and the middle strata of society.69 He had chosen to make this appeal 
in the central region of the Emilia, because it was the heartland of Italian 
Cool01Unis111 and had been a staunchly socialist region in the pre-fascist period. 
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The Emilia was not the industrial and working-class centre of Italy. It was, 
on the contrary, a highly diversified and stratified society, which escaped the 
facile sociological determinism which assumes a close correlation between a 
party of the Left' and a working-class presence. Italian communist leaders, 
like Pietro Ingrao, explicitly excluded such determinism: 'while we recognize 
. .. the class origins of political parties we do not reduce every difference 
between parties to a class difference.no Togliatti, in his report to the Eighth 
Congress of the Party (December 1956), hoped that 'the working class, the 
historical opponent of capitalism' would be joined by 'the broad peasant 
masses including the small and medium independent farmers, a very large 
productive urban middle class', as well as, he added rather optimistically, 
'numerous small and medium industrialists'.71 As we shall see later, these and 
other Italian communist revisions were not linked to a fundamental change 
of image. To have made this change would have entailed a radical break with 
the USSR, a move the leadership could not consider seriously. 

In Germany the SPD did not have these problems. The belittling of the 
proletarian origin of the party, and its transformation into a Volkspartei, were 
accompanied by unmistakable symbolic changes aimed at eliminating the 
proletarian stigmata of the party: the colour of party membership books was 
changed from red to blue; the form of address among members was changed 
from 'comrade' to 'friend'; the national flag of the Federal Republic was now 
hoisted on the roof of the SPD headquarters in Bonn, next to the still 
traditionally red flag of the party.72 The Bundesrepublik was finally accepted, 
even though Germany was still divided. The ghost of Schumacher was finally 
laid to rest. 

Every single one of the great innovations of Bad Godesberg can be traced 
to a previous party statement. Even the 'opening to the Church' had an 
antecedent in the Berlin Action Programme of 1954, in which we find some 
positive remarks about the social message of Christianity.73 Similarly, the 
celebrated 'dropping of Marxism' was preceded in 1954 by a recognition that 
although Marx and Engels had provided the scientific basis for socialism, so 
much had changed that, it was implied, the founding fathers were of limited 
use,74 

It is rare for a party successfully to change its skin during relatively 
uneventful periods without careful preparation. Bad Godesberg was not a 
bombshell, but it was presented by the party as if it were. The party could 
have dropped nationalization quietly, tried to make its peace with the church, 
accepted the principle of national conscription, i.e. of German rearmament 
(the only serious foreign policy departure mentioned in the programme). 
Instead, it chose to highlight the change, With the hindsight gained from the 
development of 'image politics' con1monplace and fashionable in the 19808 

and 19905, it is easy to see Bad Godesberg primarily as a major exercise in 
image construction. Susanne Miller, a perceptive observer and one-time 
participant in these great debates, suggested that on the whole Bad Godesberg 
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summed up the principles that had guided the SPD since 1945, and that its 
greatest effect was to transform the SPD's public image, so creating the 
conditions in which it might achieve the goal of becoming a people's party 
attractive to various classes of voters. 75 

One must not assume that all parties of the Left embraced revisionism or 
seriously attempted it. Generally speaking, those that were successful left 
well alone. The Swedish SAP, in its 1960 programme, congratulated itself, 
quite justifiably, on all the measures undertaken to humanize society. It also 
found words of condemnation for capitalism and for the fact that, even in 
a welfare system, 'the larger part of the economy is still dominated by a 
minority of property owners'. Like the revisionists, the SAP accepted that 
economic power had passed from the shareholders to the managers, but this, 
it said, contrary to most revisionist arguments, made little difference: consider
able power was still vested in a few private hands and this was 'incompatible 
with the principle of democratic equality'.76 

In Norway, nothing remotely similar to Bad Godesberg occurred; the 
DNA conlmanded an absolute majority of the electorate and changed 
gradually, responding to circumstances. In Holland, the PvdA remained 
committed to Marxism, claiming for 'democratic socialism' the words of 
K.arl Marx in a 'slightly changed form': 'The workers have more to lose than 
their chains but they still have a world to win,n7 In its 1959 Beginselprogram, 
the PvdA restated its commitment to the socialization of the means of 
production, though this was carefully fudged: the mixed economy would be 
retained and nationalization would occur only to prevent excessive con~ 

centradon of economic power and ensure efficiency. 
In Belgium, the main issue confronting the socialists of the PSB/BSP, in 

government with the Liberal Party throughout most of the 19 50S, was not 
revisionism but the traditional bourgeois radical battle aimed at removing 
church control over schools. This confrontation was concluded with a com
promise, the so-called Pacte scolaire of November 1958. The main raison d'etre 
for Catholic unity was eliminated; the church intervened less in elections; the 
Christian Social Party was more vulnerable to linguistic divisions. 78 Para
do.xically, this eliminated the main bone of contention between Liberals and 
Social Christians, thus pern1itting them to join forces and keep the socialists 
out of government. 79 Even then, revisionism did not become the focus of 
attention for the party. On the contrary, during the celebrations for its seventyN 
fifth anniversary held on 2.9 May 1960, in which 100,000 people converged 
in a triumphant procession, many of the leading speakers insisted that the 
founding charter of the party, the Charte de Quaregnon of 1894, did not require 
any modification; while the PSB/BSP President, Leo Collard, declared that 
the 'final aim is not limited to reforming capitalist society'.8o The Belgian 
socialists compared the revisionism of their British, Austrian and German 
counterparts un favourably with the 'rigour and conciseness of the Charte de 
Quaregnon', arguing that the task facing socialists 'in 196o as in 1894 is the 
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collectivization of the means of production'.81 Economic planning continued 
to be an important objective of the PSB/BSP, provided it was 'democratic 
and socialist', and not 'authoritarian or totalitarian' (i.e. communist); planning 
against the 'anarchic nature of capitalism' is what constituted the 'authentically 
socialist characteristic' of the party programme.82 Finally, Leo Collard admitted 
that capitalism might be able 'to plan, organise and direct the economy' as 
well as eliminating its own crises, maintaining full employment, and achieving 
a high standard of living. But 'What distinguishes a socialist society from a 
capitalist one is the ultimate end to be served', that is, the emancipation of 
the workers in a full political and economic democracy.83 

The Austrian SPO attempted a major revision of its programme in 1958. 
The situation facing the party, however, was quite different from that of 
n10st other Left parties. The SPO was in government, albeit in coalition with 
the OVP, and it operated in a neutral country. 

The main thrust of the Austrian revisionists was the attempt to reject the 
class struggle and Marxist theory. This was particularly remarkable because 
the SPO had been, of all the socialist parties, the one which had contributed 
most to Marxism; one need go no further than to recall the Austro-Marxist 
school of Otto Bauer (see chapter 3). Yet revisionism had already been well 
established in the post-war party, thanks to J(,arl Renner, first president of 
the Second Austrian Republic, and one of the outstanding figures of twentieth
century pragmatic revisionism. Furthermore, the SPO had every reason to 
feel confident, sustained as it was by a genuine mass party with an enormous 
membership on a par with the SAP in Sweden: it had 700,000 members, 10 

per cent of the population. 
Why should the SPO leaders go out of their way to distance themselves 

from Marxism? The French SFIO, for example, whose practice was far more 
pragmatic than that of the sPa, never formally renounced Marxism. The 
theoretical review of that party, La revue socia/iste, was replete with articles 
seeking to rescue Marx from the communists.84 The SFIO 'needed' a rhetorical 
commitment to Marxism to maintain the 'left-wing' credibility of a party 
facing a powerful, mote radical, rival: the PCE In contrast, the SPO had no 
serious enemy on its left flank: after 1959 the communists were no longer 
represented in Parliament.8s 

What the SPO wanted was to become the senior partner in the coalition 
government and, eventually, to govern on its own. The 1956 elections had 
been disappointing for the SPO. Though they had added one percentage point 
to their 195; result (a total of 43 per cent), and gained a further seat (a total 
of seventy-four), their coalition partners and rivals, the OVP, had done much 
better, from seventy-four seats and 41.3 per cent in 1953 to eighty-tw'O seats 
and 46 per cent in 1956. This is why many Austrian socialists felt they had 
to review their position, and their commitment to Marxism. However, within 
the party an influential intellectual opposition led by Josef Hindels - a veteran 
Austro-Marxist - sought to keep the party committed to a radical perspective. 
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It was because of the strength of this faction that the commission in 
charge of preparing a new programme, chaired by Bruno I(reisky, was unable 
to alter the long~term pledge to an eventual classless society.86 The original 
draft, presented at the Salzburg Party Congress of 1957, contained a sentence 
explicitly critical of Marxism: 'Modern society has developed quite differently 
from 1\1arx's anticipation in the Communist Manifesto', and disparaged the 
allegedly poor predictive record of Marxism. This caused such an outcry that 
much of this was deleted from the final draft eventually accepted on 14 May 
195 8 by the Party Congress in Vienna. This fudged compromise allowed 
Hindels to declare that the new programme was 'permeated by the spirit of 
Austto-Marxism', and his opponents to say that 'it severed the tie with 
Marxism'.87 Oscar Pollack, editor of the spa organ, Arbeiter Zeitung, and 
member of the Executive Committee, was at pains to emphasize that if the 
party had grown from 'a narrow class party' to a 'mass party', it did not 
mean it had abandoned its belief in the class struggle or Marxism.ss 

In Britain) the revisionist ferment generated by Crosland and the 
Gaitskellites had become, after the second successive electoral defeat (195 5), 
official Labour policy. The various party documents, Industry and Society (1957), 
Plan for Progress: Labour's Po/iry for Britain's Economic Expansion (1958), and Roy 
Jenkins' The Labour Case, written for the 1959 election, all presented, in 
substance, the case for a strong commitment to social reform, combined 
with a firm intention to preserve and develop a flourishing private sector of 
the economy,89 The Labour Left, devoid of ideas, adequate leadership and, 
far more importantly, trade union support, had been thoroughly routed. The 
manifesto for the 1959 election, Britain Belongs to You, was a clear statement 
of revisionist policy. It included a generic commitment to 'a socialist ethics', 
a theme dear to Crosland; criticism of the Conservatives from a 'national' 
perspective: 'Britain in these last years has been outpaced by almost every 
other industrial nation' - a motif which would be repeated for the following 
th~rty years; a promise that there would be no further nationalization, except 
for steel and road haulage (both recently privatized by the Conservatives), 
and that public ownership would be extended only if an industry could be 
shown 'to be failing the nation' (thus there was no ideological commitment 
to an extension of the public sector); an undertaking that social reforms 
would not be financed by increasing taxation, but by 'planned expansion'; a 
'private sector' view of housing policy: 'Labour's housing policy has two 
aims: to help people buy their own homes and to ensure an adequate supply 
of decent houses to let at a fair rent.,90 

No one could have argued that the manifesto was anything but moderate. 
It is not therefore surprising if the disappointment of Labour leaders was 
particularly intense when the Conservative Party emerged triumphant for the 
third consecutive time. Yet this defeat did not turn into a rout for the 
revisionists. The dominant position they had acquired in the party was 
reflected in their success in convincing the majority that the main cause of 
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the defeat was the party's negative image, not its policies. This was sub
stantiated by a public relations firm which discovered what most people 
knew - namely, that the overwhelming majority of electors do not read party 
manifestos or the commentary these elicit in the quality press. Such surveys 
confirmed the revisionists' view: the Conservatives had succeeded in 
identifying themselves with the rising middle classes, youth and economic 
prosperity. The Labour Party appeared as a stuffy, bureaucratic party obsessed 
with nationalization, as a hopelessly divided force, and as an organization 
stubbornly identified with the pre·war working class and its so demode cloth 
cap. The modern working class either no longer existed, as Douglas Jay 
claimed, or had become thoroughly embourgeoise, as Crosland insisted. Crosland 
himself, in his Fabian pamphlet Can Labour Win? (1960), suggested the party 
should drop the idea of 'an ultimate goal', the source of much ineffectual 
internal wrangling, and concentrate on the all-important business of winning 
elections. 91 By now, the well-informed reader will have realized that the Labour 
Party revisionists of the 19 50S had thoroughly ventilated most of the main 
themes and ideas of the future revisionists of the 1980s and 1990s. The main 
difference, however, is that Croslandite revisionism stressed the importance 
of social equality and the redistribution of wealth via taxation. Later modern
izers preferred to stress uncontroversial notions of 'community' and 'individual 
freedom'.92 Perhaps history does repeat itself, after all, but only when those 
involved remain inattentive to the past: in politics Mnemosyne often prevails 
over Clio. 

In one fundamental aspect Gaitskell differed from most of his revisionist 
successors: he attempted to modify Clause Four of the party constitution. 
Here the 'lessons of history' were well-grasped. For nearly thirty years, all 
Gaitskell's successors refrained from repeating what turned out to be a major 
tactical blunder. Only in April 1995, after four electoral defeats and sixteen 
years in the wilderness of opposition, did the Labour Party, led by Tony 
Blair, replaced the famous clause with another unlikely to arouse animosity 
except among some socialists. 

All the surveys pointed out that, even though public ownership was barely 
mentioned in the party manifesto, public opinion closely identified Labour 
with nationalization and had a negative view of it.93 Gaitskell became con
vinced that the best way to change this state of affairs was a highly publicized 
abandonment of the commitment to 'the common ownership of the means 
of production, distribution and exchange' embodied in the fourth paragraph 
of Clause Four. It must be assumed that Gaitskell wanted to win, not simply 
to raise the issue. His subsequent defeat must mean that he was not aware 
of the intensity of feeling within the party. Once conscious of it, he became 
hesitant and irresolute, compromised repeatedly, but to no avai1. 94 Not only 
was Clause Four retained, but the crucial commitment to common ownership 
was printed thereafter on the back of the party's membership cards. It thus 
acquired a status it had never possessed. It became the symbol of Labour's 
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commitment to socialism and, consequently, the target of all successive 
revisionists. 

Gaitskell had not sought to remove Clause Four altogether. His plan was 
to include other statements of principle in the party constitution so that 
Clause Four would lose its pre-eminence as the party's sale definition of the 
final aim. Clause Four could then be 'amplified' and 'clarified' and become 
Clause Ten.95 This would incorporate the old Clause Four and a new commit
ment to the mixed economy. It was an archetypal unsatisfactory compromise 
which displeased everyone. The trade unions, which had supported Gaitskell 
thus far, deserted him not just over Clause Four, but also over foreign policy, 
by espousing - albeit temporarily - the cause of unilateral nuclear dis
armament. Gaitskell had misread the political ideology of the trade union 
leaders. He had assumed that their intense dislike of the Labour Left would 
lead them to abandon the ideology of the final goal. In fact, the trade union 
leaders wanted to preserve the contradiction at the heart of the Labour 
Party: a moderate, prudent and electorally sound practice with a socialist 
future on the distant horizon. 

The imn1ediate effect of this impasse was to widen the gap between the 
revisionists and their opponents. The former had come to regard public 
opinion as immutable; consequently, the party had to adapt itself to it. The 
latter believed that, sooner or later, public opinion would be won over to 
'socialist objectives' and that the party would eventually win an election.96 

Michael Foot expressed this position with characteristic bluster: 'In order to 
win an election we have to change the mood of the people in this country, 
to open their eyes to what an evil and disgraceful and rotten society it is.'97 

Gaitskell was eventually able to repair the damage he had inflicted on 
himself. In 1960 he had been defeated by the bloc vote of the unions on 
both Clause Four and unilateralism. In 196 I he convinced most of the unions 
(but not the n1ighty TG\X'U - the Transport and General Workers' Union -
led by Frank Cousins) to abandon unilateralism and made no further attempts 
to drop Clause Four. It probably did not occur to him to do the opposite: 
Atlanticism prevailed over revisionism. 

Gaitskell's ineffectual attempt to change the party, his 'imperfect appreci
ation of the function of symbols and myths within a political party',9B provided 
the Labour Left with the victory they had unprofitably pursued throughout 
the 19 50S. After the defeat of 195 I, the Bevanites had concentrated on foreign 
not on domestic affairs, on technicalities (e.g. the size of the rearmament 
progran1me), rather than on substance (e.g. Britain's relationship with the 
USA). A qualification must be made to this exacting judgement: Bevan's 
proleptic realization of the importance of the plight of the Third World and 
of the dire consequences of the continuation of unequal exchange between 
rich and poor countries.99 When Bevan renounced unilateralism, the Left was 
deprived of a leader. 

The fundan1ental reason why Gaitskell could not win was that the Labour 
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Party was more organizationally divided than any other party of the Left in 
Europe. It consisted of a parliamentary leadership in charge of policy, but 
~ith little access to the membership; a National Executive Committee without 
effective power and therefore obliged to act as a pressure group; a rank and 
file devoid of any purpose except that of generating electoral enthusiasm; an 
affiliated trade union bloc united in little other than a vague commitment to 
socialism. Union leaders were deeply divided among themselves, not so much 
by ideology but by the fragmented nature of the trade union moven1ent; in 
politics they were, at best, the expression of the small percentage of trade 
union activists involved in party politics. To make matters more complicated, 
the structure which held this amalgam together had to be ritually exposed to 
the gaze of all and sundry in an annual conference - an exhausting week of 
self-celebration and internecine warfare. To be kept on the road, this complex 
caravan required a judicious balancing act between the pledge to socialism's 
final aims and the longing for electoral victory. 

Revisionism, to be successful, required considerable preparation, rather 
than shock therapy, and some understanding of party structure and party 
management. In most continental socialist parcies - but not in the British 
Labour Party - this was the precondition for obtaining leadership. In Britain 
the road to the top party job was through the parliamentary group and the 
cabinet or shadow cabinet, not the party machine, which counted for little. 
Nevertheless, in spite of its organizational particularity, the British Labour 
Party conformed to the European pattern of revisionism in that similar issues 
were raised. 

Revisionism was not confined to the socialist parties. One of the most 
significant shifts in programme occurred in the Italian Communist Party. 
Here, some of the items for revision were strikingly similar to those occurring 
in the socialist movement: the idea of socialism as an 'end-state', the relation
ship with religion, the question of capitalist growth and technical progress, 
the international role of the party, the central role of the working class. Two 
points need to be made at this stage:100 First, the PCI, like the PCF, was tied 
to the USSR in ways which made uninhibited revisionism impossible. This 
dependency or attachment pervaded the entire party and, for most of the 
rank and file and many in the leadership, represented the assurance that an 
anti-capitalist transformation of society was possible. Such dependency pro~ 
vided the USSR with a potent instrument of control against any strong 
revisionist yearnings the leaders of the pcr might have had. The constraints 
were thus far more formidable and significant than those faced by social
democratic parties. To suggest that Togliatti could have done in the 19 50S 

what Berlinguer did in the 1970S (see chapter 20), or Occhetto in the 1990S 
(see chapter 24) is to lack an elementary understanding of these constraints. 

Secondly, in the PCI, but not in the PCF, adaptation to national circum
stances had been on the agenda since the return of Togliatti from the USSR 
in 1944. The intervention of the Cold War made adaptation far more difficult 
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and less overt. This created a highly ambiguous situation because it was 
neyer clear to the rank and file or anyone else whether the commitment to 
pluralism, Parliament, civil rights and freedom of worship was valid only 
under capitalism, or whether it would form part of a future socialist society. 
The commitment to a revolutionary tradition sharply distinguished from social 
democracy meant that every change had to be presented as perfectly con
gruent with the tradition and, in a sense, as never a change at all. This 
Togliattian insistence on 'renewal in continuity' unavoidably made revisionism 
difficult, while it reassured both the USSR and the party's traditional sup
porters. 

Thus, the revisionism of the West European communists was dependent 
on an external impetus a green light from the USSR while that of the 
social democrats was essentially determined by national political and electoral 
issues. 

The green light was given by the Soviet leader, Nikita Khrushchev, in his 
report to the Twentieth Congress of the Comn1unist Party of the Soviet 
Union (CPSU) held in February I956. The salient points were the acceptance 
of the principle of peaceful co-existence in international relations, the con
sequent abandonment of the doctrine of the inevitability of war with capitalist 
states, and the acceptance of 'national roads to socialism' different from the 
Soviet 'model' of the revolution of October 19 17. This notion of nationally 
specific roads originally advanced during the Second \Vorld War and its 
immediate aftermath - allowed the communist parties to reconcile supporting 
the CPSU which was, after all, pursuing its own 'national road' with a 
parliamentary and peaceful road congruent with Western traditions. With 
I<hrushchev's report, it seemed that the era of monolithic communism had 
come to a close. It appeared that communist parties now had greater freedom 
in the elaboration of their own policies and that these could diverge from 
those elaborated in Moscow. What Kbrushchev had not specified were the 
limits of this new freedom. 

The non-official, secret part of Khrushchev's speech, leaked a few months 
later to the New York Times, went much further in 'revising' the established 
Soviet line, for it denounced Stalin's past deeds in a manner which remained 
unequalled among Soviet leaders until the advent of Mikhail Gorhachev. The 
revelations were embarrassing to all communists because all of them had, at 
one time or another, actively participated in the cult of Stalin. It was, however, 
an opportunity for a long overdue bout of communist revisionism. 

Togliatti had two objectives. The first was to maintain the unity of his 
party; the second was to support Khrushchev's reformist policies in the 
belief that the main international precondition for an advance of communism 
in Italy was the success in the USSR of a new course under a new leadership. 
Both objectives required that traditional loyalty towards the USSR be firmly 
maintained, while making explicit the more gradualistic 'national' line Togliatti 
had started developing since the war. He allowed himself only two departures 
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from pro-Sovietism: first, he disagreed with J<hrushchev's use of the category 
of 'personality cult' to dispose of the question of Stalinism: 'At one time, all 
that was good was due to the superhuman positive qualities of a man; now 
all that is evil is attributed to the equally exceptional and staggering defects 
of the same man.,lOl He suggested instead that the problem was deeper and 
had to be traced to the 'limitations of Soviet democracy'.102 Secondly, Togliatti 
took 'national toads to socialism' to mean that the USSR no longer had the 
leading role: 'The whole system is becoming polycentric. Within the Com
munist movement itself one cannot talk of a single guide, but of progress 
which is achieved by following roads which are often diverse.'103 

Togliatti remained firmly in the 'socialist' camp. When Soviet troops 
invaded Hungary to quell what would inevitably have become an anti
communist revolution, he backed them with the substantial support of his 
entire party. All communist parties approved of the Soviet intervention in 
November 1956 even the Yugoslav, newly reconciled with Moscow though 
there were significant disagreements over the causes of the uprising and the 
justification for intervention. Hungary caused havoc among the pro-com
munist intelligentsia throughout Western Europe, and nowhere more so than 
in Italy. Characteristically, much of the debate among Italian intellectuals was 
not over Stalin, Hungary or foreign policy. The new dissidents concentrated 
their attacks on the excessive provincialism of the Italian comn1unist tradition, 
the target being not so much its pro-Sovietism as its commitment to a 
Marxist-Crocean historicism and its rejection of modern social science. Con
densed in a few words, the intellectuals' objections were that the PCl was 
too provincial, and that its outlook contained 'too much It(lly and too little 
America, too much Southern Italy and too little of the North'. !talo Calvino 
attacked Italian culture in general for having 'given us so little with which to 
understand the world'. Alessandro Pizzorno complained that young scholars 
spent too many hours 'studying the Hegelian school of Naples or Piedigrotta, 
Engels' letters to Tom, Dick and Harry, or minor Sicilian writers'.lo4 

The target of this attack was Togliatti's cultural policy. It attempted to 
provide the Italian road to socialism with an indigenous tradition by presenting 
Gramsci's Marxism as the inheritor of what was best in Italian culture. It had 
been devised - at least in part - as an implicit response to the inevitable 
Stalinization of the party. It was never able to develop a concept of modernity 
which could rival the dominant American model. Where the PCI failed was 
in harnessing images of modernity. These could not be found in the tradition 
of Italian historicism hostile as it was to seemingly positivist conceptions 
of modernity. But neither could they be found in the USSR. Images of 
Russian steel workers were much too feeble to withstand the onslaught of 
the American way of life and the consumer society. 

All this turmoil must have deeply disturbed Togliatti, whose exaggerated 
belief in the importance of intellectuals mirrored Thorez's contempt for them. 
Yet party unity remained his priority. He would have supported a mild form 
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of reformed communism in Hungary. He could not support what was rapidly 
becoming a popular uprising against communism. In L' Unita of 26 October 
1956, he wrote with unmistakable Stalinist accents: 

Tomorrow we may even discuss Qur differences ... Today we must defend the 
socialist revolution ... When the guns of the counter-revolutionaries are in opera
tion one must be on one or the other side of the barricades. There is no third 
camp. 105 

Thus, the Hungarian events stopped in its tracks any chance of an emanci
pation of the Western communist parties from Moscow. They could not 
heed Denis Healey's painfully accurate prediction made in 1957: 'Within a 
generation at most, the French and Italian communist parties will either 
break their ties with Moscow or shrivel into insignificance.'J06 

It was easier for Togliatti and his closest advisers to revise the party line 
on pluralism and democracy than to distance themselves from the USSR. 
Here, it was not a question of innovating, but rather of restating more 
forcefully what had been official PCI policy: the commitment to a democratic 
road to socialism based on the Italian constitution, the central importance of 
a freely elected' Parliament, the right of the minority to become the majority. 
At the same time, the traditional Marxist terminology of 'the dictatorship of 
the proletariat' was not explicitly abandoned, though it was used less frequent
ly. The works of Antonio Gramsci, which had been published with the party's 
help i1nn1cdiately after the war, but which had not been adequately studied 
or well disseminated, became central to the future development of Italian 
communism. t07 

In adopting a less proletarian line, the pel shared some of the principles 
of European revisionism. De-emphasizing the role of the working class was 
not the exclusive prerogative of social-democratic revisionism. It was the 
common property of all renovators and reformers of socialism, including 
those who sought to renew communism in the USSR. The history of socialism 
in the eastern part of Europe occasionally paralleled that of the western side. 
The late 19 50S witnessed such a conjuncture: Khrushchev's ultimately un
successful attempt to modify the structures of the communist state converged 
strikingly with the great revisionist wave of the period. 

After denouncing Stalin at the Twentieth Congress, I<hrushchev launched 
a second revisionist offensive at the Twenty-second Congress (1961). This 
established two central principles: 108 first, communisn1 could be built only on 
the basis of the effective development of the productive forces. The USSR 
had to becolne a science-oriented society; growth was more important than 
politics. This differed from the como1itment to growth of the Stalin era, 
when modernization had to be propelled through sheer physical and quantita
tive effort and the hero was an 'ordinary' worker, Stakhanov, who, motivated 
by political devotion, inspired a massive collectivist commitment to economic 
deyelopment. This working-class-centred economic system had now to be 
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replaced by a far more qualitative system, i~ which the new heroes would be 
the experts and the technical intelligentsia, the Soviet equivalent of Western 
managers: 'Not production for the sake of production, but production for 
the sake of Man is the sacred principle followed by the Party and the Soviet 
State in all activities.'109 

Secondly, the 1961 Congress declared that the phase of the dictatorship 
of the proletariat had ended. The class nature of the USSR had to be 
redefined: the country was now a 'State of the whole people,.110 Khrushchev 
had initially hoped to call the new phase the era of the 'withering away of 
the State' - Marx's own designation of post-capitalist society - but the 
anarchical undertones of the formula were resisted by I<hrushchev's powerful 
opponents within the party. The phrase 'State of the whole people', used by 
the influential Finnish communist Otto Kuusinen a few years previously, was 
an acceptable compromise. 111 

The object of the Soviet reforms was the construction of a consumer 
society in peaceful competition with the USA. I<hrushchev had realized that, 
unless communism offered the people it ruled the material benefits achieved 
by capitalism in the West, it would fail. In January 1961, I<hrushchev called 
for a 'revolution' aimed at increasing the range of consumer goods produced, 
and attacked those still arguing in favour of priority for heavy industry. They 
were 'metal-eaters', as he called them, whose 'appetite for steel' would 
unbalance the Soviet economy to the detriment of pressing consumer needs. 
He warned that the failure to close the widening gap between consumer 
supply and demand would be 'fraught with dangerous consequences'.112 

The wider tole to be given to the technical intelligentsia, and the elimina
tion of the central role of the working class in ideology, provided the starting
point for all subsequent attempts to reform communism, from the Prague 
Spring of 1968 to perestroika - attempts which all failed. 

The PCF at first resisted following this trend. Unable and unwilling to 
criticize K.hrushchev's 'revisionism', it eagerly distanced itself from that, more 
obvious, of its Italian counterparts. Roger Garaudy, the PCF delegate to the 
PCl's Eighth Congress (1956), wrote an attack of unusual severity in the 
theoretical monthly Cahiers du communismc, criticizing the whole conception of 
'national roads to socialism', the PCI's insistence on the importance of the 
parliamentary road, and Togliatti's views on structural reforms. l13 U ntH the 
publication of I<hrushchev's secret speech, the PCF barely reported even the 
veiled criticisms of Stalin which had begun to appear in the official Soviet 
press as early as 1953.114 When Jacques Duclos, who had been at the Twentieth 
Congress of the CPSU with Thorez, and who was therefore acquainted with 
the secret speech, spoke about the Soviet Congress to communist activists 
assembled at the Salle Wagram in Paris on 9 March 1956, he concluded with 
overt praise of Stalin, 'whose achievements', he declared, amid enthusiastic 
applause, 'are inscribed in History and belong to the international working 
class moven1ent'.115 After the disclosure of the Secret Speech in the Western 
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press, the PCF formally accepted both the veracity of Khrushchev's criticisms 
of Stalin (it could hardly have done otherwise), and their interpretative 
fran1ework: that what went wrong was the cult of Stalin and the excessive 
power concentrated in his hands. The fundamental structures of Soviet society, 
however, continued to be regarded as healthy and stable. 116 

The PCF could be flexible on matters of tactics and strategy. When it 
came to ideology, however, it refused to yield to what it saw as a dangerous 
tendency towards innovation. It nailed its colours to the mast of rigid 
fu~damentalisln. This did not survive de~Stalinization: soon Garaudy was 
fronting an ideological revision, in the shape of Marxist humanism, in order 
to facilitate an alliance with the socialists and la main tendue to progressive 
Catholics. Garaudy himself turned, much later, to Christianity and, even later, 
to Islam. In the meantime, the PCF appeared resistant to change. The chosen 
ground for this was the great pauperization debate. It7 

This was a classic theme. Marx had explained that the workers were 
increasingly exploited as capitalism developed. Whether he meant that this 
determined a declining share of a growing national wealth for the workers, 
or that their poverty would increase in absolute terms, is a controversy I shall 
refrain from entering. Suffice it to say that all revisionist debates) beginning 
with Bernstein contra I(autsky, took this as one of their major themes. 

Was it purely out of respect for tradition that the PCF sought to commit 
itself to the belief that the wages of workers under capitalism were declining 
in real terms? I think not. The commitment to socialism has to be based on 
the belief that capitalism could not resolve the fundamental problems of 
humanity; otherwise, a reformist strategy would be perfectly justified. The 
logic behind the PCF's position was that if it could be demonstrated that 
capitalism benefited the workers, though not as much as it benefited the 
capitalists, then any further political struggle could be limited to the dis
tribution of resources. For the PCF, a quintessentially working-class party 
committed to revolution in the long term, it was important to believe and 
assert that the standard of living of the working class could not be secure 
under capitalism. To some extent, the context for this ideological struggle 
had already been established by the supporters of capitalistn. Americanism, 
the consumer society, the glorification of free enterprise, were all grounded 
on the underlying assumption that 'things would get better and better'. 
Revisionists agreed that post-war capitalism, far from being stagnant, could 
deliver the goods. Some of the credit for this) they believed, belonged to the 
Left, without whose strength and vigilance a less than fair share of the 
national bounty would have been distributed to the n1ajority of the population. 

It was not just its retrograde ideology which led the PCF to believe that 
the absolute impoverishment of the working class was inevitable under 
capitalism. The real nucleus of the debate was the future of capitalism, its 
growth and development. This is why the PCF initiated and continued the 
pauperization debate, from its opening salvos in 1955 through to the late 
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1950S. The intervening events of 1956 - Khrushchev's speech and de
Stalinization, Suez and Hungary did nothing to modify the line, though 
softer tones were adopted at the beginning of 1956, during the PCF's 
honeymoon with the Mollet government, and while the impact of the Twenti
eth Congress of the CPSU was still being digested - which is probably why 
pauperization was not mentioned at the central committee meeting of 
February 1956.118 Though it is tempting to do SO, one should not dismiss the 
position of the French communists as a mere reflection of their exceptional 
determination to ignore reality: inequalities in French society were very marked 
and one-quarter of French workers earned less than the official minimum 
wage. 119 

The journal of the SFIO, though not the party itself, took this apparently 
purely doctrinal controversy very seriously and devoted a series of articles to 
proving the opposite of what the PCF was asserting - namely, that the 
French working class was better off in absolute terms than at the beginning of 
the century (something even Thorez did not deny), and that the gap between 
rich and poor had narrowed (here the PCF disagreed) ,120 

The divisions on this question reflected fairly accurately the divisions within 
the Left throughout Europe: on the whole socialists and social democrats,' 
whether Marxist or not, abandoned any belief in inevitable misery; while 
Thorez's positions were supported by nearly all communists in Eastern and 
Western Europe. The most important exception was the Italian Communist 
Party, for which the pauperization thesis was an instance of obsolete thinking. 

The rigidity manifested in the pauperization debate does not mean that 
the PCP was left totally unperturbed by I<hrushchev's revelations or by the 
events of Hungary, not to speak of the advent of Gaullism in 1958. Con
cessions to de-Stalinization were made. Thus, towards the end of the 19 50S, 
the 'aesthetic' theories of Andrei Zhdanov and his particular brand of socialist 
realism were repudiated, while, at its Fifteenth Congress (1959), the party 
called for unity of action with Catholics, though this was still couched in the 
unmistakab1y oNvrieriste and ornate language of the PCF: 'As previously, 
Communist workers offer the hand of friendship to the Catholic workers, 
their brothers in misery' - as if the French working class was still under the 
heel of nineteenth-century capitalism. 121 

In spite of these modifications, the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU 
impacted very little on the PCF, while it encouraged the PCl to develop its 
own variety of comn1unism. It had no significant effect on the socialist 
parties, with one major exception: the Italian PSI. The invasion of Hungary 
and the de-Stalinization process convinced its leader, Pietro Nenni, that the 
time had come for a decisive break with the communists. The revisionism of 
the Italian socialists was therefore not detennined by a succession of electoral 
defeats (as was the case with the British and the Germans), but by the 
realization that the alliance with the PCI was unprofitable fron1 every point 
of view: it sentenced the socialists to being junior partners of the communists 
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and, by separating them so clearly from the ruling Christian democrats, made 
their entry into a coalition almost impossible. 

Looking back on these events from the vantage point of the present - the 
prerogative of historians and the source of their superiority over politicians 
- it becomes apparent that revisionism, at least in Italy and Germany, cannot 
be attributed solely to ideology or the pursuit of electoral gains. Its ultimate 
purpose was that of legitimizing the socialists and social democrats, so as to 
enable them to become coalition partners of their respective Christian
democratic parties. This was not so evident then; not was it held to be 
desirable by a majority of socialists. Thus, among Italian socialists there was 
considerable opposition to any switch in alliance. 

N enni himself had played a double game for a number of years. He 
always sought to keep his alliance options open even while he published 
enthusiastic accounts of his trips to the Soviet Union, for which he obtained 
the Stalin Peace Prize in 195 I. His commitment to the communists was 
ba~ed on his belief that it was the division of the Left which had permitted 
Mussolini to take over in the 1920$ (belief which has little basis in historical 
evidence). Khrushchev's revelations led Nenni to seek to restore friendly 
relations with the breakaway Italian Social Democratic Party, a solid ally of 
the Christian democrats since 1947. The first step was made by meeting its 
leader, Giuseppe Saragat, at the Alpine resort of Pralognan on 25 August 
1956. Breaking with the communists, however, took more than a few meet
ings. The PSI Central Committee of September 1956 rejected any moves 
towards reunification with the social democrats, thus dashing Nenni's efforts. 
Again, in October 1958, the Central Committee turned down Nenni's report, 
accepting instead that of Tullio Vecchietti, the leader of the party's Left 
faction. Only in 1959, at the Naples Congress, did Nenni finally prevail; the 
long march towards power could start. It took another four years before he 
could sit on the ministerial benches of the Chamber of Deputies. 

This shift to the right was not associated with any formal revision of 
party doctrine. At an international socialist conference in March 196o, Nenni 
himself openly castigated the revisionism of the SPD at Bad Godesberg and 
Gaitskell's fight to replace Clause Four. 122 Nevertheless, there was an in~ 

novative flowering of intellectual life within the PSI, to which many ex" 
communist intellectuals contributed significantly. Antonio Giolitti, who had 
left the PCI in 1957, and fuccardo Lombardi, who had been a leader of the 
radical Action Party during the war, for instance, while using the Marxist 
language characteristic of the Italian Left, followed in the footsteps of other 
European revisionists. They dismissed the obsession with the ownership of 
the means of production, and criticized the Marxist definition of the state as 
the instrument of the ruling class. The state tnachine could be used to regulate 
the private sector of industry in the interests of the working class and the 
n1a;ority of the population. 123 

Italian PSI revisionists such as Lombardi and Gjolitti, unlike those in the 
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rest of Europe, belonged to the left wing of their party and advocated 
nationalization and planning. From the point of view of orthodox Marxism, 
their benchmark, this was a revision in its own right: nationalization and 
planning in a capitalist state entailed a belief in the possibility of reforming 
advanced capitalism. There was also an important 'national element'. Italian 
capitalism was seen as backward; socialist reformists wanted to transform 
Italy into a modern state. This did not mean just the development of a 
consumer society - something which was was occurring anyway - but the 
erection of proper educational and economic infrastructures, as well as a 
welfare system. Nationalization and planning were conceived as instruments 
for achieving these ends. 

This was not very different from what the Italian communists were 
advocating, and both sides used the term 'structural reforms' to distance 
themselves from the reforms of mere reformists (this term was then being 
used in a pejorative sense in Italian political debates). The real difference was 
that the communists believed that (real' structural reforms could not be 
flchieved without their party in government. Pietro Ingrao insisted that 
structural reforms had to be 'organic', and attacked Giolitti and Lombardi 
for conceiving of reforms 'as so many "bits" separate or separable each 
from the other ... An action which remains sectoral, a single reform, even 
the most daring is destined to fail. What is necessary is a poliry of reforms., 
gradual but organic.'124 Lombardi and his comrades assumed that Italian 
society was made up of relatively distinct advanced and backward segments, 
a modern north and a undeveloped south: modernization would be achieved 
through a systematic attack on backwardness. The communists believed that 
there was an organic link between the two: the north was developed because 
the south was backward; the south funded northern growth by providing 
cheap labour and an open market: 

The devastation of agriculture and the South has been and is the first condition 
(and not a marginal and hence eliminable consequenc~) of a rapid process of 
capitalist concentration and centralization which has allowed monopoly capital to 
enlarge its economic and political dominance.125 

The Italian communists turned out to be right in their intellectual critique, 
but were never able to produce a coherent plan of action. They wisely 
refrained from denouncing their former socialist comrades as traitors. Togliatti 
wanted to keep his options open. Should the PSI's march towards power fail 
to payoff, he wanted to leave open the possibility of a reconciliation. Should 
it succeed, it was important to have friends in government who could be 
influenced and prepare the terrain for eventual con1n1unist participation. 

Such subtlety did not mark the policy of the French Communist Party; 
yet it is important to resist the temptation to dismiss it as dogmatic and 
sectarian. During the campaign against the EDC, the PCF was able to find 
allies and create a host of front organizations~ even at the cost of resorting 
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to a ludicrous juxtaposition of broad, general goals and immediate aims as 
in the Comite national pt!)'san pour la sauveguarde de fa paix et de I' agricttlture 
fratlfaise (National Farmers' Committee for the Defence of Peace and French 
Agriculture). The party, in spite of its overt working-class style and image, 
followed a policy of great ententes; promoted the massive peace campaigns 
of the early 1950s; and was the beacon round which the most distinguished 
French intellectuals rallied, from the once despised Sartre to Simone de 
Beauvoir, Frederic Joliot-Curie, Paul Eluard and Pablo Picasso, to celebrities 
of the cinema such as Simone Signoret, Gerard Philippe and Yves Montand, 
to the cream of the elite Ecole Nationale d'Administration. Why was such 
an apparently undeserving party the receptacle of so much prestigious sup
port?126 Among the likely reasons canvassed are the latent anti-Americanism 
of the French intelligentsia, further strengthened by the humiliation of 
France's collapse in I940 and its subsequent rescue by the 'Anglo-Saxons'.127 
This 'intellectual nationalism' must certainly have played a role, though it 
does not explain why Sartre and company opted for fellow-travelling on the 
Left rather than on the Right, where a cultural dislike for all things American 
happily co-existed with a pronounced anti~Sovietism. Could it be that the 
issue of international peace was believed to be of such importance that 
many intellectuals felt they had to support the only party ready to fight for 
it resolutely? Not only in France, but throughout Europe, intellectuals 
marched for peace and signed petitions and wrote articles: in Italy, Alberto 
Moravia, !talo Calvino and Danilo Dolci, in Britain Bertrand Russell, Sir 
Julian Huxley, J. B. Priestley and A. J. P. Taylor; in Germany, pastor Martin 
Niemoller, Heinrich Boll and Giinter Grass. They were in the forefront of 
a mass radicalism of the middle classes, which would mark the organized 
Left for the rest of the century. 

In Britain, or Germany, these radical intellectuals might have been able, 
with some difficulty, to find a home in the Labour Party or the SPD. But in 
France? In the France of the Fourth Republic a ~dissident' intellectual could 
not turn to the SFIO, which had more in common with the centre than with 
the Left. The Communist Party thus remained the only option. In the semi
clerical Italy of the 195 os, the situation was similar. The PSI, at least until 
1956, was simply shadowing a large and self-confident Communist Party. It 
tnay not be so surprising, then, if politicized intellectuals and it was difficult 
to be an apolitical one so soon after a world war against fascism turned 
to the communists faNte de miet4X. In politics it is difficult to choose one's 
friends; even when, as in France, they were the same kind of angry prolet
arians who, in other countries, had made the life of dissident intellectuals 
miserable and, in some instances, shorter. In a series of articles in Les Temps 
Modernes (1952-54), Jean-Paul Sartte more than hinted that his admiration for 
the PCF (which would not outlast the Soviet invasion of Hungary) was 
partly a response to the shoddy quality of the other goods on offer: 
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In the France of today, the only class with a doctrine is the worldng class, the only 
one whose 'particularism' is in full hartnony with the interests of the nation; a 
great party represents it, the only one which has included in its programme the 
safeguarding of democratic institutions, the re-establishment of national sover
eignty, and the defence of peace, the only one which pays attention to economic 
rebirth and an increase in purchasing power, the only one, in fact which is alive, 
which crawls with life when the others are crawling with worms. 128 

The French Communist Party obtained the support of so many intellectuals 
because it was, unmistakably, the party of peace, rather than because it was 
the party of the working class. All this goodwill was lost after Hungary 
because, by supporting armed aggression against a country which sought 
independence, the PCF lost any credibility as the party of peace. 

Though dogmatic and intransigent in matters of doctrine and in its support 
for the USSR, the PCF was able to be quite flexible in matters of tactics. It 
voted for the Mendes-France government in June 1954 and supported it on 
a number of occasions. 129 It did the same for the socialist leader Guy Mollet, 
a staunch anti-communist, when he became Prime Minister in January 1956 
and, on 12. March, voted to accord him special powers over Algeria, to the 
dismay of many of its supporters. 130 This move was justified by the leadership 
as a tactic to prevent an understanding between Mollet and the Right. 131 

Thorez himself explained in L'HumanitC (2.7 March 1956) that, as support for 
the SFIO was the main priority, the party did not want 'to sacrifice the 
whole for the part'.132 The PCF was genuinely ambivalent towards Algerian 
independence in a way it had not been towards the Vietminh in their struggle 
against French colonialism in Indo~China. It n1uch preferred a formula 
whereby Algeria would have autonomy within the French Union to one 
providing outright independence. 133 This made it easier for national domestic 
consideration to prevail over anti~colonial principles. The PCF did not wish 
to become unpopular with the working class (which was patriotic), wanted 
to maintain some sort of relationship with the SFIO (which was deeply 
entangled in the Algerian tragedy), was, in any case, suspicious of Algerian 
nationalism and, after 1958, was reluctant to damage de Gaulle's international 
standing as a result of his anti-American policies. 134 Thorez, in his speech to 
the Fourteenth Congress of the PCF Quly 1956), talked of rejecting 'colonial 
relations' in Algeria and the other colonies, but did not come out in clear 
favour of independence, though the right of Algeria to be independent was 
never denied.l3s It was only after 1959 that the PCF decisively supported the 
recognition of Algerian sovereignty, without ever offering the slightest ex
planation for its past wavering; but then political parties seldom do that. 
This is not to fail to recognize the merit of the peF in being the only party 
to protest against the repressions and torture inflicted by the French 
authorities on the Algerians. It should not be invalidated because it chose to 
ignore similar events in Budapest, or, even worse, to justify them. 

Throughout this period the French socialists behaved in a manner barely 
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distinguishable from the mainstream centre parties of the Fourth Republic. 
Once it had adopted a position of equidistance from the extremism of 'Left' 
(the conlffiunists) and 'Right' (the Gaullists), it could not do otherv.rise. What 
it could have done, however, had it possessed intelligence and radicalism, 
was to support in a far more decisive manner the most reform-oriented 
French government of the 19505: the Mendes-France government of 1954. 
This resolved the Indo-China conflict by withdrawing, and was envisaging 
major economic and social reforms. Mollet did not support Mendes-France 
for personal and sectarian political reasons: he feared his popularity and 
distrusted a radical who was not a socialist. 136 To consider the French 
Communist Party as 'the millstone around the neck of social progress in 
France', because of its obstructionist parliamentary tactics, as Maurice Larkin 
has written, is to discount the fact that the sectarianism of the communists 
was more than matched by that of the socialists. 137 

It would be a difficult task to trace the ideology of the SFIO. Unlike the 
Labour Party or the SPD, it had no strongly held views embedded in 
programmes or charters. By 1951 it was devoid of ideas.13s Guy Mollet, who 
led the party for twenty-two years, left no work of political analysis. This 
would not be surprising in Britain or even Germany. It is in France, where 
politicians often wish to appear intellectual and publish volumes of political 
'philosophy'. Mollet wisely resisted the temptation. His anti-communism was 
very strongly held: he would usually refer to communists in public as 'the 
Bolsheviks' and, in private, as /es (OCOS.

139 It was easy for him to resist all the 
overtures of Thorez, thus further exacerbating the sectarianism of the PCF. 
No socialist revisionism of a Crosland, Gaitskell or Bad Godesberg type 
could be expected from Mollet. There were, of course, thinkers in the SFIO: 
for instance, Jules Moch, a former minister, follower of Leon Blum, anti
European, opponent of the EDC, pro-disarmament, who thought the SFIO 
should abandon its ideological commitment to the class struggle as it had 
done in practice; or Andre Philip, author of Le Socia/ismB trahi (1957) and Les 
Socia/iSles (1967), who advocated industrial democracy and self-management. 
Neither had much influence within the SFIO. 140 Philip, expelled in 1957, 
formed the small and electorally insignificant Parti Socialiste Autonome (later 
the Parti Socialiste Unifie). The SFIO allowed Mach to set up a 'Study 
Group on Doctrine' to bring the party 'face to face with the social evolution 
made possible by modern science and by the advance of socialism'. But 
nothing important came of it.141 

One might have expected that a leadership such as that of Mollet, which 
piloted the SFIO downward from nearly one-quarter of the vote in 1945 to 
less than 13 per cent in 1962., would have had abundant cause for thorough
going revisionism. But the revisionist path was never followed. Those who 
wanted to renew the party found, very soon, that it was not a place for 
them. It remained curiously committed in theory to a staunchly Marxistic 
doctrine, inclusive of odd references to the dictatorship of the proletariat, 
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while having very few workers among its members and pursuing a practice 
which seemed totally devoid of socialist content. Blum's old distinction 
between the 'exercise of power' and the 'seizure of power' (see chapter 3) 
was the ideological cover for this: power had to be exercised in whatever way 
was possible, while waiting for the time for the 'real' seizure.142 

When Mollet became prime minister in 1956, he increased both pensions 
and the length of paid holidays, and introduced sweeping reforms in France's 
African colonies. In foreign relations, however, the Mollet government stepped 
up the war in Algeria and launched the insane Suez affair with relish. The 
official SFIO line was that Algeria was simply not ready for independence, 
and that the only alternative to the repressive measures undertaken by the 
socialist-appointed resident minister in Algeria, the notorious Robert Lacoste, 
was one of massive extermination, reprisals and napalm. 143 Initially, Mollet 
had looked favourably on Algerian independence. He changed his mind when 
he visited Algeria as prime minister and realized that the French pieds noirs 
were not rich colonialists, but ordinary working-class people (Le. voters) -
though, of course, being in Algeria they were, as Andre Philip put it, 'the top 
of the bottom' and had Arab women as domestic servants. 144 

Mollet's often reiterated comparison of Nasser with Hitler, subsequently 
used by innumerable others about countless others, served a dual purpose: 
it allowed the SFIO to avoid understanding Egypt, Nasser and Middle Eastern 
affairs generally; and it gave the appearance of a righteous anti-fascist struggle 
to what was in reality the shoddy conclusion of French and British imperial 
pretensions. 

Algeria and Suez were the two most significant disasters of the con
temptible history of the Fourth Republic. They also marked the end of the 
SFIO as a real political force, although its agony would last for years. After 
1957, the party lost all effective political power - the only reason for its 
existence. When de Gaulle returned to power in 1958, the SFIO leadership, 
though it opposed him at first, promptly accepted ministerial positions and 
called on its supporters to rally round the general in the September 1958 
referendum. After a four-year flirtation with Gaullism (the final break occurred 
in 1962), the SFIO relinquished power for ever. Only in the 1970S did French 
socialism re-emerge in an altered guise and with a new name. 

At first, the PCF stood alone against Gaullism and what it called Ie potlvoir 
personnel, thus returning to the ghetto it had tried to leave. The political price 
paid was high: a significant proportion of the one and half million voters lost 
at the 1958 general election were pcrysants and women; this left the party a 
more male and working-class organization than before, at a time when a less 
narrowly proletarian approach was required. 145 Furthermore, the PCF was 
unable to understand the significance of the new Gaullist regime. For years 
the PCF had considered the French bourgeoisie as a mere appendage of US 
imperialism, as a class which had lost its sense of destiny, and as the betrayer 
of the nation. This was the ideological rationale behind the PCF's adoption 
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of French nationalist rhetoric. But de Gaulle's antagonism towards les anglo
.faxons was such that he could hardly be branded an American puppet. What 
was he, then? Initially, the party debated whether Gaullism was pure fascism 
or a dictatorship paving the way for fascism. Roger Garaudy wrote that 
'Gaullism, like fascism before it, reinforces all the privileges of capitalism 
and disarms the working class ... Moreover, de Gaulle develops a national 
demagoguery typical of all forms of fascism.' 146 The PCF eventually settled 
for defining Gaullism as a modern form of non-fascist totalitarianism. 147 Its 
utter confusion before such a 'national' phenomenon as Gaullism stemmed, 
as its own historians later admitted, from a strategic and theoretical blind
ness. 148 This led the party to regard everything new as the repetition - in a 
somewhat distorted form - of something that had occurred in the past. By 
being above novelty, the PCF condemned itself to wallow in its own past 
mistakes. 

Clearly, in the 19 50S, France was badly served by its two Left parties. One, 
the PCF, was an ideologically sclerotic formation led by one of the most 
undiscerning communists in Europe, Maurice Thorez; the other, the SFIO, 
was distinguished, if that is the word, by a mixture of mindless moralism and 
opportunistic authoritarianism, without either the ethical dimension of Leon 
Blum or the shrewdness of Frans:ois ~fitterrand. 

The disarray of the French Left at the close of the decade was, however, 
part of a more general phenomenon. Outside of its Scandinavian enclaves, 
European socialism seemed to have reached a dead end. By the end of the 
1950s, Western Europe was dominated by Christian democracy and various 
forms of 'enlightened conservatism', The diverse attempts at revisionism 
were the most obvious symptom of a major crisis of direction: even at its 
best (Bad Godesberg and Crosland), revisionism proceeded mainly in the 
negative ~ that is, by seeking to abandon ideological baggage which appeared 
to have become dysfunctional. While the defenders of orthodoxy remained 
committed to the vision of the final goal, no grand new ideas appeared on 
the horizon of European socialism. It \vas thus ill-equipped to meet the 
challenge of power which opened up in the 19605 in Britain, Germany and 
Italy; unprepared to face the strategic implications of the revival of workingm 
class militancy; surprised at the reawakening of Marxism among the intel~ 

ligentsia; disconcerted by the new radicalism expressed by feminism; and 
unaware of how the growth of interdependence was leading to the decline 
of the nation-state. 

Revisionists could never understand the difference between watering down 
traditional socialism and establishing a new framework. Unable to achieve 
the latter, they remained content with the former. Over successive decades, 
the parties of the West European Left, socialists as well as communists, 
made no major conceptual advances. 
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The Perplexing Sixties: 
'Something in the Air' 





CHAPTER ELEVEN 

The Return of the Left 

Prosperity 

THROUGHOUT the 1960s capitalism continued its apparently unstoppable 
development. In comparison with the 1950s, productivity increased in all 
democratic Western European countries, with the exception of Austria (from 
5.3 to 4.7 per cent) and West Germany (from 5.2. to 4.8 per cent), though 
they both retained a high rating. Italy had the highest growth in productivity 
(5.3 per cent) and Britain the lowest (2..5 per cent).l The growth of GDP per 
capita was even higher in the second half of the decade than in the first 
(except for Italy).2 

Wages increased and so did profits. Workers, as well as capitalists, pros
pered. During the 1960s, full employment - one of the central goals of the 
Left, and once believed by socialists to be inconlpatible with capitalism 
became a reality in all democratic West European countries (see Table II. I). 

Unemployment was usually less than 2. per cent; it began to increase only 
after 1970. Italy, however, exhibited a very pronounced regional gap: by the 
early 1960s, the northern regions had reached full employment, but in the 
south there was still widespread poverty and joblessness. Japan, Australia and 
New Zealand conformed to the West European pattern, while the USA and 
Canada followed a distinct North American cycle, characterized by a much 
higher level of unemployment than in Europe (generally above 5 per cent). 

Was this high level of employment due to the increased presence of 
socialists in governtnent? Attempts to establish any correlation between 
growth, unemployment, productivity and the political weight of the Left in 
government have proved futile. Policies devised by one government may 
only have an impact later. It is not really possible to disentangle the percentage 
increase in growth due to government policies from that due to other factors. 
Political parties in government tend to claim for themselves the credit for 
positive economic indicators, while blaming international factors when the 
trend is negative. Furthermore, it is not certain that a country's prosperity 
can be measured in terms of growth and productivity (unemployment is a 
better indicator). Infant mortality rates provide a more satisfactory index of 
prosperity, on the grounds that the 'good society' is one which is at least 
able to ensure a high rate of survival to its newly born. 

As Table I 1.2. shows, the trend is almost uniform and long-term, though 
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Table 11.1 Unemployment as a percentage of the total labour force, 1960-73 

1960 1965 1970 1973 

Austria z., 1.9 1.4 1.0 

Belgium 3· 3 1.5 1.8 2.2 

Denmark 1.1 1.0 0·7 0·9 
Finland 1.4 1.4 1.9 2.; 

France 1.8 1., 2·4 2..6 

Holland Ll 1.0 1.6 "9 
Italy 3·9 5.0 4·9 5·7 
Norway 2.·3 1.7 1.5 1.5 
Sweden 1.7 1.1- 1.5 2·5 
UK 2.2 2.1. 3. I 1.·9 
West Germany 1.0 0·5 0.6 1.0 

Source: Angus Maddison, Phases of Capitalist Development, Oxford University Press, Oxford 

1981, pp. 207-8. 

Table 11.2 Infant mortality per 1,000 (including stillbirths) 

Decrease 
1935-39 1950 1960 1970 1975 1960-75 (%) 

Austria 87 88.0 52.7 36. I 2.9.0 -67. 0 5 
Belgium 83 76 '9 46.3 31·7 14·4 -68.27 

Denmark 64 48.2 34. 1 2;.0 I7.1 -64.5 2 

Finland 68 62 04 36.4 11.3 15·3 -75.48 

France 70 71.0 45.0 ;1.7 2.4·9 -65·41-
Germany 72 78.0 49·; 33·9 1.7.6 -64.62 

Holland - b 
44·9 31.7 2.3. 6 18·4 -59.02 

Italy 103 97. 1 69.0 44.8 31.8 -67·2.5 

Norway 40 44.6 33.0 1;·5 19.2 -5 6'95 
Sweden 43 41.3 3°·5 23. 8 2.1.4 -48.18 

UKa 56 52.·9 42.·0 31.4 25·7 - 5 I.41 

!'l0fes: a England and Wales only. b Data not comparable. 

Sotlrre'. for 1935-9: B. R. Mitchell, 'Statistical Appendix 192.0-197°" in Carlo M. Cipolla (ed.), 
The Fontana Economic His/of)' of Europe, Contemporary Economies, Vol. 2, Collins/Fontana, Glas~ 
gow 1976, pp. 648-5,; for 1950-75; p. Flora et aI., State) Ero/lOtI!} and Societ.y in }Pestern Em·ope 
rSlJ-197J. A Data Handbook, Campus Verlag, Macmillan Press and St James Press, Frankfurt, 
London and Chicago 1987, Vol. 1., chapter 6. 

it accelerates in the 1960-75 period. Infant mortality clearly declines in all 
eleven countries. It also declined in Spain, Portugal and Greece and, until the 
mid- I 970s, in all communist states. The percentage decrease in infant mortality 
is obviously greater in countries which had a higher rate in 1950, such as 
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Table II.} Country ranking: lowest infant mortality, 1950-75 

1950 1975 

Sweden Finland 
Norway Denmark 
Holland Holland 

Denmark Norway 
UK Sweden 

Finland Belgium 
France France 

Belgium UK 
W. Germany W. Germany 

Austria Austria 
Italy Italy 

Italy and Austria. Table I 1.3 shows that there are few significant changes in 
the league table, apart from the marked Finnish improvement. The general 
decline is due to a multiplicity of factors and unlikely to have been much 
affected by government policies. The obvious causes of a decline in infant 
mortality - better nutrition, improvements in hygiene, vaccination programmes 
- can be traced to growing economic prosperity, coupled with general welfare 
measures which were never the property of a single ideology.3 It would be 
inconsistent to assert that the good performance of the Scandinavian countries 
was due to social democratic hegemony, the successes of Austria and Finland 
to. consensual politics, and those of Italy to Christian democratic rule. 

The recognition that 'the system' was able to deliver growth, jobs and a 
healthier environment constitutes the most cogent reason for the acceptance 
(in practice, if not in theory) by the parties of the Left that, at least for the 
short and medium term, there was no question of breaking with the capitalist 
system. When socialist parties talked about 'socialist policies' or 'socialist 
measures', they did not intend this to denote a strategy to bring about the 
downfall of capitalism. For nostalgic, ideological or political reasons, or in 
order to maintain party unity, some parties retained a formal commitment to 
Marxism or to the collective ownership of the means of production; or, at 
least, to the assumption that socialism was an end-state, a form of society 
which would be radically different from capitalism. For practical purposes, 
anti-capitalism was abandoned. 

In the circumstances, it could not have been otherwise. Two fundamental 
political parameters circumscribed the Left: political democracy and economic 
prosperity. 

POLITICAL DEMOCRACY During this period left-wing parties had no 
major demands for a radical transformation of political institutions. With 
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universal suffrage they had achieved representative democracy. Vestiges of 
the past, such as monarchies and 'unfair' upper chambers, now devoid of 
major powers, seemed less important. In electoral politics, the long-term 
goal lost significance. The collective mind of all political parties had to be 
concentrated on winning elections, cementing alliances with other parties, 
and on convincing the electorate that they could resolve the immediate 
problems of the country. Once in power, a party had to prove itself to be 
an efficient administrator of what existed, and a reformer of what needed to 
be changed. These constraints proved to be formidable, more so for a radical 
party than for a conservative one. The latter is, by definition, a party of 
consolidation rather than change. Rapid political change tends to be supported 
only at a time of crisis, while at all other times prudence and caution are 
mandatory. Rapid economic and social change may occur, but usually not as the 
intended consequence of political decisions. 

ECONOMIC PROSPERITY Poverty or the expectation of poverty had be
come confined to a small and dwindling minority. The underclass, as a class, 
was expected to vanish. Full employment had become the norm. All parties 
were committed to it on principle and regarded it as a clear policy priority. 
The majority of the electorate could be enticed to vote for parties proo1ising 
to protect and improve existing standards of living, but not for prophets 
who proclaimed that the situation was likely to deteriorate so far that son1e 
momentous political change would be necessary. 'Utopian catastrophism" or 
the belief in the inevitability of either disaster or revolution, had lost credibility. 
No party with a significant electoral following could hold this position any 
longer. 

The result was the establishn1ent of a 'conservative' consensus which held 
that the political system required no change and that the economic arrange
ments of society called for no fundamental reforms. This situation did not 
result from successful conservative policies, but from capitalism itself. High 
growth, by enabling an increase in the prosperity of the majority, diminished 
the demand for the redistribution of wealth and power. As Charles Maier 
noted: 'The concept of growth as a surrogate for redistribution is the great 
conservative idea of the last generation.'4 

Socialist parties were thus in an impasse. They aspired to redistribute 
power away from the impersonal forces of the market towards ordinary 
people. They sought to help the poor, establish economic and social justice, 
expand opportunities for those who could not obtain them through the 
market. Little of this could be done without accepting economic growth 

, in other words, capitalist growth - as the overarching priority. The constraints 
of democratic electoral politics compelled them to do so. 

The great political grievances of the beginning of the century grinding 
poverty, brutal exploitation, lack of democracy - whose return was still feared 



Table II.4 Share of the vote of the main parties of the left in Western Europe, 1960-73 

1960 196 [ [962 1963 [964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 [972 1973 

Austria 44.0 4 2 •6 48.4 50.0 
Belgium 36.7 28·3 28.0 27.2 
Denmark: 

SD 42. 1 41.9 38.2 34. 2 37·; 2~.6 
SPP 6.1 5.8 [0·9 6.[ 9. 1 6.0 

Finland: 
SD 19· 5 27.2 23·4 25.8 
SKDL 22..0 21.2 16.6 17.0 

France: 
PS 2.0.; -18·9 [6·5 19.2 
PCF 21.8 22·5 20.0 21.4 

Holland 28.0 23.6 24.6 27·; 
Italy: 

PSI 13.8 I4·) 9.6 
PCI 21·; 27.0 27·2. 

Norway: 
Lab 46.8 43. 1 46.) 35 ·3 
Spp 11.2 

Sweden 47. 8 47·; 50.1 45·; 43.6 
UK 44. 1 48.1 43. 1 

West Germany 36.2 39·; 42 .7 45.8 

Note: The results for Austria~ Belgium, Denmark (SD), Finland (SO), France (PS), West Germany, Holland, Italy (pSI)~ Norway (Lab), Sweden, and the 
United Kingdom are for the socialist, social democratic or labour parties. In Denmark and Norway the SPP stands for the leftist Socialist Peoples 
Party; in Finland the SKDL is a coalition of Communists and their allies; in Italy the PSI results for the 1968 election are those for the Partito Socialista 
Unificato (the short-lived union of the PSI with the Social Democratic Party). 
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at the end of the Second World War, had been eliminated for the majority. 
Though difficult to establish with precision, it may nevertheless be argued 
that this success would not have been achieved without the pressures of 
socialists, communists, trade unionists and all those gathered under the 
banners of anti-capitalism. It does not follow, however, that the political 
beneficiaries of this process were the parties of the Left. Having been 
reformed, capitalism had become tolerable. The left-wing 'extremists' who 
argued that 'you cannot reform capitalism', remained a frustrated minority. 
Their vociferous agitation constituted, at best, simply another pressure towards 
the improvement of the system. 

The authentically reformist majority of the socialist movement played 
according to the rules of the game. It acquired an optimistic belief in 
Keynesian 'fine-tuning' of the economy. In so doing, it forgot what 'both 
Marx and Keynes had known: that capitalism was a dangerous and untamable 
beast that needed to be handled with the utmost caution.'s Nevertheless, in 
the 1960s in marked contrast to the 19 50S socialists were often successful 
in achieving political power. The downturn in the economic cycle, and the 
increased credibility of the Left, were often all it took to propel socialists 
towards political power under the banner of steering the capitalist system 
back to its growth-oriented course. Proxin1ity to the trade unions., later 
considered one of the main liabilities of the parties of Left, even played to 
their advantage: in a situation in which the unions were considered a powerful 
and irremovable interest group, the socialist parties were often regarded as 
more electable because they would be able to appease or control them. 

Elections 

In the midst of these changes, how did the parties of the Left perform? 
Table I 1.4 shows electoral gains and losses. Neither necessarily reflects reflect 
the strength or influence of left-wing ideas. 

One of the few significant generalizations that can be made is that the 
West European Left was able to attract, on average, 40 per cent of the 
voters. The proportion of parliamentary seats obtained by the Left increased 
slightly, from 33.4 per cent in 1960 to 39.3 per cent in 1971.6 All this is 
consistent with the overall electoral results for 1948-60 and, as we shall see, 
for 1973-92. Only in four elections out of the forty-five held in 1960-73 did 
a single party of the Left achieve an overall majority in the main legislative 
chamber: in Austria (1971) and in Sweden (1968), when the SPO and the 
SAP just broke through 50 per cent of the poll; and in Britain in 1964 and 
1966, thanks to the first-past-the-post electoral system. Meanwhile, a clear 
Left majority of seats was achieved only in Sweden in all elections of this 
period, thanks to the Communist Party; and in Norway (1961 and 1973) and 
Denmark (1966), thanks to the smaller Socialist People's Party. 

The overall pattern in the 1960-73 period was therefore as follows: 
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A. 'PURE' LEFT GOVERNMENTS in which the socialists were either in 
power on their own or as a minority government supported by smaller left
wing parties: 

Austria: 
Denmark: 
Norway: 
Sweden: 
UI(: 

After 1971. 
In 1964-67 and (supported by the SPP) 1967-68 and 1971-73-
Until 1965 and in 1971-72, 
1960-76. 
J964-7 0 • 

B. 'LEFT-CENTRE' COALITIONS in which socialists were the senior part~ 
ners in government or heading minority governments supported by non
socialists; in all these instances the prime minister was a socialist. 

Austria: 
Belgium: 
Denmark: 
Finland: 
Germany: 

1970 -71. 
1973-74· 
Until 1964 and after 1971. 
1966-71 (socialists and communists in coalition with others). 
After 1969' 

c. 'CENTRE' COALITIONS in which the socialists were the junior partner 
or played a subordinate role. 

Austria: 
Belgium: 
Finland: 
France: 
Germany: 
Holland: 
Italy: 

Until 1966. 
1961 - 66 and 1968-73. 
Socialists in government after 1971 without the communists. 
Socialists in government until 1962. 
Grosse Koalition, 1966-69. 
1965-66. 
Socialists in 'Centre-Left' government, 1963-72. 

This pattern is shown in Table 11.5, where 'AB' represents years in which 
the Left is in power either on its own or as the dominant force in government, 
'C' where it is in government but not dominant and 'Out' when it is in 
opposition. 

If taken too literally, this representation can be misleading. The role of the 
SPD in the Grosse J<oalition of 1966-69 in Germany, or of the SPO in the 
Austrian equivalent until 1966 (both in category 'C'), was not as 'junior' as 
that of the Italian Socialist Party in a four-party coalition, in which the senior 
partner, the Christian democrats, had nearly three times the electoral weight 
of the socialists. 

Initially, the decade saw the Left in power only in Scandinavia. Then there 
were significant breakthroughs all over Europe: 

- In 1963 in Italy the socialists entered a centre-Left coalition with the 
Christian democrats. 

- In 1964 the Labour Party won the British elections after thirteen years in 
opposition. 



Table 11.5 Government participation of the parties of the Left, 196°-7} 

1960 1961 1962 1963 [964 1965 1966 1967 1968 [969 1970 [971 1972 1973 

Austria C C C C C C C Out Out Out AB AB AB AB 
Belgium Out C C C C C C Out C C C C C AB 
Denmark AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB Out Out AB AB AB 
Finland Out Out Out Out Out Out AB AB AB AB AB AB C C 
France C C C Out Out Out Out Out Out Out Out Out Out Out 
Holland Out Out Out Out Out C C Out Out Out Out Out Out Out 
Italy Out Out Out C C C C C C C Out Out Out Out 
Norway AB AB AB AB AB AB Out Out Out Out Out AB AB Out 
Sweden AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB AB 
UK Out Out Out Out AB AB AB AB AB AB Out Out Out Out 

West Germany Out Out Out Out Out Out C C C AB AB AB AB AB 

Codes: AB= Left dominant in government; C= Left junior partner in government; Out = Left in opposition. 
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- In 1966 the SPD joined the government for the first time in the post-war 
period and, in 1969, Willy Brandt became prime minister of an SPD
dominated coalition with the PDP - the first social-den10cratic chancellor 
of Germany since Hermann Milller (1930). 

- In 1966 in Finland a 'Popular Front' government \vas established with 
both social democrats and communists in power. 

- In 1970 the Austrian socialists formed a government without the Christian 
democrats. 

In some instances, notably in Britain and Austria, political power was the 
result of electoral gains. But on the whole the chief determinant of the 
advance of the Left lay in its ability to form alliances with other parties. 
Moderation in politics gained the parties of the Left allies as well as voters. 
The relatively proportional nature of most electoral systems compelled social
ist parties to seek an accommodation with the centre. But a 'convergence' 
towards the centre manifested itself even in Britain, where the electoral system 
presents an effective barrier to any aspiring new nationwide parties. This 
ensured that the Labour Party would not be by-passed to its left, leaving it 
free to pursue centrist voters without fear of being deserted by its leftist 
supporters. Thus, even the Labour Party, like its continental counterparts, 
was attracted towards the centre. 

Opposition 

Throughout the 1960s socialists in government effected no changes of great 
o1agnitude. Table 11.6, which lists the figures for central government taxation 
for 1960-75, olay provide an illustration of this. The differences in taxation 
levels do not appear to correlate strongly with the presence of socialists in 
government: for instance, 'social-democratic' Sweden imposes high taxes, but 
so does relatively conservative Holland, where the Labour Party was out of 
power for virtually the whole of the 1960s. Perhaps the trend matters more 
than the level. Do taxes go up when the socialists are in power? Here too 
it is impossible to generalize. The entry of the PSI into the Italian governn1ent 
(in 1963) made no difference to the very low levels of taxation in Italy. As 
for the Belgian PSB/BSP, its presence or absence from power did not affect 
the rate of increase of taxation, the steepest in our table. The increase in 
Austrian taxation occurred mainly in the period of coalition, not in that of 
single-party government, whether of the Right (1966-70) or the Left (after 
1970). In Norway taxation increased, though by a small proportion, when 
the Labour Party was out of power (1966-70). In Britain it was the reverse: 
taxation did increase under Labour, though to just below the level it had 
been under the Conservatives in 1957. 

What matters, it could be argued, is whether the presence of socialists in 
power affects the distribution of government expenditure. Conservatives may 
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Table 11.6 General government taxes as a percentage of GDP 

1960 1965 1970 1975 

Austria 17·9 2.0·4 21.4 2.1.9 
Belgium 17·9 2.1.3 2.4. 8 2.8.1 

Denmark 18·7 11.8 ;0.; 26'7 
Finland 17. 1 16.8 19·4 2.0.6 

France 2.0.8 11·7 2.2.·3 21.9 
Holland 22..2- 2.;·3 2.5. 2 26.8 

Italy 16·9 16.6 16·4 16.6 

Norway 18.2 18·9 19·2. 2.0.6 

Sweden 2.1.8 2. 3.2. 14·2. 2.9. 2 

UK 2.3·2. 22·7 31.0 2.7·4 
West Germany 19·5 2.0·3 zo.8 20·9 

:Source'. Flora et aI., State, Economy and Society in W"estern Europe 131/-197/, Vol. I, p. 262.. 

spend more on law and order and defence, while socialists use public revenue 
for welfare services. Figure 1 1.1 shows the changes in the proportion of 
government expenditure upon defence and social services between 1960 and 
1975. It illustrates quite clearly that expenditure on defence as a proportion of 
total government spending decreased in all countries, while expenditure on social 
services increased everywhere. The sharpest fall in percentage defence alloca
tion occurred in (social-democratic) Sweden and Denmark, 'conservative' 
Holland and Belgium, Gaullist France, and in the United Kingdom (more in 
the seven years under Labour than in the eight under the Conservatives). 
Sweden easily topped the league for increase in proportion of social services 
expenditure, followed by conservative Holland and Gaullist France, as well 
as Belgium and Denmark. There is no significant relation between social
democratic hegemony and the increase or decrease in the proportion of 
money spent on the social services. This should not be a matter for perplexity: 
the political hue of the government is only one of many factors likely to 
influence the proportion of money spent on the social services. An increase 
in such spending is more likely to be related to the demand for social services 
than government ideology. Factors influencing this demand may range from 
the rise of novel social problems to changes in the demographic structure of 
the population. 

Some social scientists have tried to use statistical methods to ascertain 
whether social-democratic governments make a difference. Douglas Hibbs 
has examined twelve European and North American nations and found that 
- in the 1960s - left-wing influence in governments brought about a situation 
of relatively higher inflation and lower unemployment than periods of con
servative rule. His time series analyses of quarterly post&war unemployment 
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Figure 11.1 Percentage change in public spending, I96o-75 

data for the United I<ingdom suggest that unemployment was driven down
ward by the Labour government of 1964-70/ None of this, however, holds 
true after 1973. 

David Cameron, trying to account for the expansion of the 'public eco
nomy' (that portion of the nation's economic product which is consumed or 
distributed by all public authorities), has found that it positively correlated 
with the degree of left-wing control over the government and the degree of 
trade dependence of the economy.8 Correlations are easily established; it is 
harder to explain them. The problem is that social democrats in the 19608 
were stronger in many small countries than in big ones, and those small 
countries were more trade dependent than the big ones. Cameron tried to 
provide an overall explanation which rests on the following causal chain: 
small economies have a high degree of industrial concentration; this generates 
strong employers' associations as well as strong trade unions; strong trade 
unions lead to leftist governments.9 This last claim is particularly implausible, 
and is implicitly recognized to be so by the author who adopts a fall-back 
position: whether or not social democrats are in power, what matters is 
whether the trade unions are strong; when this is the case, an unusually large 
increase in publicly funded income supplements will occur.1D This may well 
be true, but it considerably weakens the case that parties make a difference, 
and suggests that what matters is the strength of the lobbies which put 
pressure on them.ll 

In Sweden, Walter I<orpi provided statistical support for the assumption 
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that left-wing parties in government have had a decisive effect on the 
development of social rights in sickness insurance. 12 Harold L. Wilensky, 
using different data and assumptions, asserted that 'left power' has had no 
effect on welfare effort: 'Whatever influence left parties have is indirect and 
weak.'13 

The political sub-text of these controversies cannot be ignored: if welfarism 
or full employment are a Good Thing, and socialist governments are not 
instrumental in bringing them about, the case for voting socialist would be 
much weakened. I suspect that even if this proposition were to be demon
strated with the precision of the mathematical sciences a highly improbable 
feat not a single elector (other than the odd social scientist) would believe 
it and behave accordingly. The reason is simple: the parties of the Left have 
advocated and supported welfare reforms systematically and consistently, 
virtually from the moment of their birth. Nothing remotely similar can be 
said of conservative and liberal parties: no one would seriously suggest 
Bismarck's aim in uniting Germany was the development of a national 
insurance scheme. No one would suggest that Bismarck would have been 
interested in social insurance if the Left had not been a political threat. 
Catholic and Christian democratic parties are more credible 'welfare parties' 
than conservative ones, but even they do not match the consistency and 
coherence of the Left position on social spending and social rights. Thus, 
voters who decided to cast their ballot for a force committed to social 
welfare would almost certainly vote for a party of the Left. The more it is 
assumed that these voters are a sizeable proportion of the electorate J and not 
some charitable eccentrics or potential scroungers, the more a/I parties would 
accept some aspects of welfarism. It is the existence of a 'socialist-welfarist' 
ideology which may turn out to be the crucial factor in bringing about a 
welfare state, not the electoral victory of the most pro-welfare party. 

Strong social-democratic parties and/or 'social' Christian parties provide 
some of the conditions favouring the development of such ideology. A given 
level of pre-existing social cohesion is another. In societies sharply divided 
into different classes, where the social risks facing one group are quite 
different from those facing another, the privileged groups would have little 
interest in universal provision. They would view the redistribution required 
as punitive. Their parties would oppose the welfare state ferociously. However, 
a given level of homogeneity would provide the middle classes with a direct 
stake in welfarism, particularly in those social provisions, such as health and 
education, which also affect them. 14 Old-fashioned Marxists are quite right to 
view the welfare state as an instance of class collaboration, forgetting, perhaps, 
that even communist revolutions require such alliances. 

No volume of statistics could establish what would have happened if 
socialism had not become a powerful force in the advanced industrial states 
of Western Europe. Furthermore, it is impossible to establish what an 
alternative government might have done in any past political conjuncture. 
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Nor is it possible to establish with certainty what conservative governments 
would do if faced with a non-socialist opposition. What statistics show is 
that the advent of socialists jn government in the 19608 induced no systemic 
changes - regardless of how one defines the system. 

Few would argue that parties make no difference at all. Richard Rose, 
who comes close to this position, only goes so far as to argue, rather 
convincingly, that 'parties make less difference in reality than they claim in 
their rhetoric. The worst that parties threaten to do is unlikely to come to 
pass - as well as the best that they aspire to.'15 The main reason is simply 
that 'the bulk of the resources crucial to the success and failure of policies 
are not altered by a general election ballot.'16 

All this may explain why, in post- I 94 5 Western Europe, Left governments 
have never caused a radical rupture with the existing order of things. Trans
itions were always smooth and orderly, with rules, conventions and traditions 
respected and followed. The only sharp discontinuities in democracies came 
from the Right, not from the Left. Since 1945, the only authentic coup d'etat 
in' a democratic West European country occurred in 1967 in Greece, where 
democracy had been less than consolidated. The only significant changes of 
regime were the advent of Gaullism in France in 1958, and the end of the 
DC-don1inated 'First Republic' in Italy in 1994. Everywhere, state apparatuses 
remained unchanged, bureaucracies ever-powerful. At the time of writing, no 
Left government has carried out a major reform of the political institutions. 

The suggestion, made in the preceding chapters, that the parties of the 
Left were increasingly satisfied with the organization of the political system 
in their respective countries is therefore further confirmed in the 1960s. It 
was as if social democrats agreed with Lenin's remark in State and Revolution 
that the democratic state was the best shell for capitalism and the shortest 
path to socialism.17 The difference was that social democrats had no wish to 
get rid of such a comfortable shell and saw no sense in revolution. 

Left-initiated constitutional reforms did occur, but they \vere not particu
larly radical. The reforms of the Swedish constitution in the early 1970S 
abolished the Upper Chamber, introduced a more strictly proportional election 
system, and stripped the monarchy of all its residual powers. None of this 
significantly altered Swedish political life. In embracing unicameralism, the 
Swedes had been preceded by the Danes, who had replaced the bicameral 
Rigsdag (Parliament) by a unicameral Folketing (people's House) in 195 3. 18 

The adoption of regionalism in Italy in 1970, acclaimed by the Left, was 
in reality the rather late implementation of a constitutional requirement 
originally proposed by the Christian democrats. In spite of the rhetoric which 
accompanied its rise, regional refonn caused no significant change in the 
Italian political system. 

In Belgium, increasingly divided by linguistic nationalism, the PSB/BSP 
resisted demands for greater devolution of p0\-ver throughout the 19605. It 
was the left wing of the party, and nlany to its left, that pressed for a greater 
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degree of federalism. This included Andre Renard, one of the leaders of the 
big trade union strikes of the early 1960s. The refusal of the PSB/BSP to 
adopt decentralization led Renard to form the Walloon Popular Movement. 
The mainstream socialists persisted for a long time in the defence of the 
traditional Belgian state, because, like the Belgian bourgeoisie, it had greater 
support in the dominant French-speaking and more secular Walloon areas -
one of the earliest terrains of European industrialization than in the 
monarchical, Catholic and more recently industrialized Flanders.19 By 1967 
the Belgian socialists had given up their losing battle against the linguistic 
fragmentation of the country: they resorted to holding separate and simul
taneous congresses of their Walloon (or Parti Socialiste) and Flemish (or 
Socialistische Partji) sections. 

In Britain the most important reform was the introduction in the House 
of Lords of the life peerage system alongside the hereditary one in I 9 ~ 8. 
This was neither radical nor democratic. Its obvious effect was to increase 
the powers of patronage of prime ministers, without lumbering future gen
erations with an ennobled progeny. This occurred under a Conservative 
government. Labour governments left well alone. None of this can compare 
in importance to de Gaulle's establishment of the presidential system in 
France under a new constitution. Thus, when it came to changes in the 
functioning of established democracies, the socialist parties were, at most, 
timid reformists and, in most cases, intransigent upholders of the existing 
state of affairs. 

Even left-wing parties which did not do well at elections opposed con
stitutional changes. The French communists, still committed, in the long 
term, to some unspecified termination of the capitalist state, proved to be 
the last defenders of the Fourth Republic which had excluded them from 
power in all possible ways. The Dutch Labour Party out of power for 
virtually the entire period opposed any changes in the 'informal' constitu
tion, the so-called Verzuiling system, at least until 1971. Under the informal 
rules of this system, the whole of Dutch social life, from trade unions to 
amateur choirs, was organized on the basis of the main 'pillars' or blocs of 
society (zuiiing means 'pillars'): the Catholic, the Protestant (in its 'liberal' 
Calvinist and orthodox Calvinist forms), and the secular (Le. socialist and 
liberals). The proportional representation system ensured that fourteen of 
the twenty-eight parties which fought the 1971 election had candidates elected, 
an exceptionally high level of fractionalism. Governments were formed after 
lengthy negotiations - in reality, a kind of secret summit diplomacy, in which 
the party leaders divided the spoils of power among themselves.2o 

Because the non-socialist confessional Dutch parties had a considerable 
following among low-income groups, and compromise was an accepted 
feature of political life, policies had no major anti-worker bias, The socialists 
could hope to win power only as coalition partners with some of the existing 
ruling parties; consequently, they refrained from demanding a thorough 
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revision of the rules of the game. Aspiring radical reformers were forced to 
operate outside the existing party system and, eventually, to form their own 
parties, such as Democraten '66, with limited success. Their most drastic 
proposal called for the direct election of the prime minister. All they obtained 
was the formation of a constitutional commission, the Cals-Donner Com
mission, which made recommendations that were quickly shelved. 21 

Under pressure from Democraten '66 and a 'New Left' movement within 
the Party, the PvdA appeared to work towards the formation of a progressive 
alliance with all secular parties against the confessional ones. This strategy 
failed because of the success of Catholics and Protestants in holding on to 
a significant section of the low-income groups: until 1994 it proved impossible 
to form a coalition without the confessional parties.22 

None of this means that, in Holland or elsewhere, the political system, as 
distinct from the constitution in the narrow sense, remained unaltered. 
Throughout the 19608) there was a general trend towards greater state 
intervention in the economy; public spending increased; there was a greater 
preference for planning; trade unions were involved more closely in political 
affairs. But this occurred throughout Western Europe irrespective of the 
political parties in power. 

Austria was the most significant illustration of the now dominant consensus 
which enveloped parties of the Left and Right. The spa and the avp shared 
power until 1966, managing the economy in relative harmony. At election 
time, though, they fought each other with amazing ferocity. The elections of 
1966, in particular, showed that the intensity of ideological strife at such 
times bears no connection to 'normal' politics. In the course of a crude 'red 
scare' campaign, avp posters depicted the SPG as a crypto-communist party, 
with the hammer and sickle in the background. Anonymous pamphlets 
branded the SPO leaders as agents of Tito and contained negative references 
to Bruno Kreisky's Jewish origins. Yet, once the battle was over, the victorious 
avp, though it had obtained an absolute majority of seats, asked the SPO 
to continue in the coalition.23 The conditions were too onerous and the offer 
was reluctantly rejected. For the first time since the war, a one-party govern~ 
ment was established in Austria. 24 Thus, the SPO was indirectly responsible 
for what amounted to an informal 'reform' of the political system: the 
transition from a consensual model of power"sharing to an 'Anglo-Saxon' (Le. 
British) two-party system. The significance of the SPO decision to leave the 
coalition amounted to a recognition that the OVP could be trusted to rule 
on its own, something which the SPO had not been prepared to acknowledge 
in 1945. This created the conditions for reciprocity in 1970-7 I, when electoral 
success provided the SPG with the opportunity to govern alone. 

Even \vhen in power on its own, the SPO (as did the GVP in 1966-70) 
continued the 'consociational' practice of the proporz system whereby the 
leading positions in the public sector are carved up between the main political 
parties in a ratio corresponding to their voting strength. Widespread coo-
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sultations between the two main parties ensured that nearly 90 per cent of 
all legislation was passed without opposition. The informal adoption of the 
British two-party system did not extend to the espousal of adversarial politics. 

Such broad parliamentary consensus was common currency in other 
countries too. In Denmark the majority of bills was passed by the Folketing 
more or less unanimously.25 In Italy, voting in the committee stage of legisla
tion indicated, even at the height of the Cold War, a surprising consensus 
between the government parties and the PCI. Three-quarters of all legislation 
passed between 1948 and 1968 had the approval of the PCJ.26 

The continuation of consensus politics in Austria did not prevent the 
SPO from conforming to the pattern of social democrats in opposition, 
particularly in attempting to develop a distinctive image which would make 
the party activists happy, while increasing its share of the electorate. It was 
virtually inevitable that the years of SPO opposition (I 966-70) would witness 
a clash between fundamentalists and revisionists. The latter were now more 
vociferous than in the late 1950S, though most of their suggestions were 
rejected, including the proposal that the party should call itself 'social demo
crat' - only in 1991 did this occur. The revisionist offensive would have 
resulted in a radical overhaul of the party's image had the OVP government 
not run into economic difficulties. It was this, rather than the strength of 
those loyal to 'authentic socialism', which facilitated Kreisky's tactics. These 
amounted to equipping the party with a dynamic image without changing the 
vague, but dearly-held, commitment to the long-term socialist aims of the 
partyY In so doing, Kreisky was adopting the principle of Harold Wilson, 
Willy Brandt and other European social-democratic leaders: never kill a sacred 
cow when you can walk round it. 

Electorally speaking, this strategy seemed to payoff. As Karl Czernetz, 
one of the party's leading theorists, recognized, Bruno Kreisky had succeeded 
where so many of his predecessors at the helm of the party had failed: he 
had established for himself a convincing image as a committed socialist within 
the party, while appearing to be a reliable pragmatic politician to moderate 
voters.28 

The fortunes of the SPO did not just rest on Kreisky's personal image. 
In 1967-68 several committees were set up to discuss a new economic 
programme aimed at transforming Austria into a modern industrial state 
through planning and co-operation between the public and private sectors. 
At the same time, another commission was drafting new health, environmental 
and social welfare policies, resulting in a document known as the Human
programm, published in 1969. Both the economic and the welfare proposals 
were the product of wide consultation among economists, experts and 
doctors, without regard to their political affiliation.29 This allowed the party 
to present itself before the electorate as an efficient and competent 
organization, supported by informed opinion, clearly able to run a capitalist 
system in a responsible way, while creating an environmental and welfare 
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infrastructure on the basis of social justice. All this was done without rejecting 
the 1958 programme of the party; modernization went hand in hand with 
respect for traditions: the slogan used in the 1970 electoral campaign was 
'For a Modern Austria'.30 

Together with Holland and Switzerland, Austria has been singled out by 
political scientists as an instance of a 'consociational' society, defined, in the 
picturesque jargon of their discipline, as 'democracies with subcultural 
cleavages and with tendencies towards immobilism and instability which are 
deliberately turned into more stable systems by the leaders of the major 
subcultures'. In the late 1960s one of the leading exponents of this concept 
added to the list of 'consociational' democracies Columbia, Uruguay and, in 
those half-forgotten, halcyon days, the Lebanon.31 

Since even political scientists are aware that the 'consociational' systems 
of Austria, Holland and Switzerland have more in common with those of 
Italy, Britain and France than with the Lebanon and Uruguay, 'consociational
ism' should really be considered a variant of a general form of Western 
governance where the political and economic constitution, the formal and 
informal institutional arrangements, 'the rules of the game', significantly 
constrain and limit the options of all parties of government, as well as their 
'loyal' opposition. Consociational theory overemphasized the distinctiveness 
of Austria, Holland and Sweden. All opposition parties need to distinguish 
themselves from the government, but they can only do so within certain 
limits. They must avoid an excessively sharp contrast or any intimation of 
eventual wild and untested political experimentation; and yet excessive simil
arities might undermine their case for political change. In this delicate art of 
political fence-sitting, the slogan of modernity turned out to be a crucial 
weapon. The cause of change was no longer advanced on grounds of ideology, 
but because it was required by the situation, the changing times, the new 
environment. 

In the late twentieth century the ancient category of 'modernity' acquired 
an increasingly favourable connotation. As the traditional concepts of class 
struggle and public ownership were gradually abandoned, modernity came to 
dominate the discourse of the Left. During the 1960s, the Left appeared to 
have appropriated this concept, while the Right had to make do with that of 
'enlightened traditionalism'. Modernity had not yet obtained the general 
acceptance that democracy) the other central politieal concept of the century, 
had already secured. Conservatives and Christian democrats were not yet 
convinced that they could comfortably appropriate the notion of modernity 
and did not (yet) question the validity of the socialists' claim to be 'modern'. 
Both sides, however, were still fighting vigorously over democracy, denying 
the other's commitment to it, at least at election time. The Left-Right 
metaphor of politics facilitated this ritual infantile posturing: the socialists 
occasionally being accused of crypto-communism, while conservatives or 
Christian democrats were suspected of longing for a clerieo-fascist or authodt-
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arian regime. Such exchanges highlight the generalized commitment to 
democracy - once the prerogative of dangerous extremists and radicals, now 
universally praised. 

Conservatives believed that traditional values should prevail in the con
struction of their image. Some socialists, and particularly trade unionists, 
were suspicious of a concept of modernity devoid of a strong class position: 
was not technical progress a threat to jobs? Did not modern techniques of 
production and industrial relations reduce workers to the status of machines? 
The task of the socialist revisionism of the late 1950S was to allay these fears 
by claiming that the concept of modernity could accommodate a 'new', 
reformed managerial capitalism. Modern capitalism - they explained - was 
dynamic and caring. The top-hatted capitalist owners who showed little 
concern for their workers, except in an unbearably paternalistic way, were 
virtually extinct. The energetic managers in charge of industry were willing 
to consult with the trade unions and, in joint partnership, invest in jobs and 
opportunities. Modern trade unionists understood that deciphering a halance
sheet was more important than decoding Das Kapitai, never a bestseller among 
trade unionists. British revisionists, in particular, writing in a country with a 
conspicuous degree of class consciousness, were in the forefront of the 
attack on the 'old-fashioned' image of the working class. 

Thus, in the 1960s the demarcation between Right and Left appeared to 
be moving well beyond the older dichotomy between capitalism and socialism. 
Both sides were increasingly involved in a dispute about how to organize 
capitalist societies, rather than about whether or not capitalism should be 
abolished. Socialists drew on their tradition, and advocated the rational 
development of the economy and insisted on the virtues of planning, the 
collectivist concern for the greater good, the enthusiasm for science and 
progress, the assumption of the perfectibility of human society. Of course, 
none of this was their exclusive patrimony and, in any case, the more 
traditional ideas of the nation and the national interest, which had become 
the property of conservatives, could be harnessed by socialists for the 
regulation of capitalism. 

All this provided further ammunition for the view that the era of ideology 
had ended. The extent to which the Left was actually able to occupy the 
terrain of modernity depended, to some extent, on the policies of the Right. 
Where the image of the Right was strongly imbued with traditionalism, the 
Left could more easily appear modern. In Britain, in the mid-196os, Harold 
Wilson's Labour Party could effectively challenge a still highly traditional
looking Conservative Party, led by a fourteenth Earl, Alec Douglas Home. 
However, Wilsonism, the particular breed of 'technocratic reformism' em
braced by the Labour Party, bore some resemblance to the more successful 
policies of Gaullism. The Gaullist takeover of modernity - all the more 
effective as de Gaulle was deeply committed to the importance of traditions 
and the grandeur of France - pre-empted the French Left. In the absence of 
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novel political ideas, socialists and communists were reduced to a rearguard 
action against the abuses of 'personal power' and the undemocratic nature of 
organized capitalism. 

The French Left was further handicapped by the good performance of 
the French economy: this had been helped by the 17.5 per cent devaluation 
of December 1958 and the inflationary years of 1956-64, which led to 
sustained investment until the stabilization plan of Giscard d'Estaing.32 Before 
the advent of Gaullism, French planners had kept a low profile, preferring 
to. work in the background to such an extent that Shonf1eld's remark that 
French planning amounted to 'a conspiracy in the public interest' - seems 
valid.33 Under de Gaulle, planning became the establishment's doctrine. The 
general had succeeded in adopting a position which has often eluded the 
Left: an apparent indifference to, and even disdain for, short-term con
siderations (the business of petty politicians), and an Olympian and exclusive 
concern with the 'permanent' interest of the nation. 34 Here there is a striking 
contrast with Harold Wilson's famous quip: 'A week is a long time in politics.' 

In neither France nor Britain was modernity a 'capitalist' creed. The 
entrepreneurs of both countries had, over the years, amply demonstrated 
their massive incompetence, their lack of foresight, and their unwillingness 
to modernize. Once they had lost the protected markets provided by their 
countries' empires, they would have been quite unable to face the competition 
of the Anlericans, the Japanese and the Germans. Left to their own limited 
perspicacity, they would have allowed their own national economy to flounder 
into underdevelopment. 35 This is arguably what occurred in Britain. But in 
France, de Gaulle could build on a dirigiste, technocratic tradition and impose 
on the employers the interventionist state they uncomprehendingly needed. 
Unable, for obvious reasons, to join forces with the Left, the employers 
could not oppose de Gaulle, who had no serious enemy on his right. Thus, 
they were left politically unrepresented. This turned out to be their good 
luck: dirigiste capitalism was preferable to the laissez1aire variety which em· 
pl?yers atavistically preferred. De Gaulle had a further advantage: the French 
state officials who were in control of the complex machine of economic 
intervention had been well-trained for this task in prestigious institutions 
such as the ENA; while the trade unions were weak and, until May 1968, 
unable to impose wage increases in excess of productivity. 

British capitalism did not enjoy these advantages. 'Managerial capitalism' 
could not really depend on the Conservatives who, as recent converts, were 
hesitant, etubracing the principle openly only in 1962 when Macmillan set up 
the National Economic Development Council ~ the pale British version of 
the French Commissariat du Plan. As for the Labour Party, it was supposed to 
be against capitalism) managerial or otherwise, and in trying to make it work 
after 1964 had to face the opposition of the employers) backed by the 
Conservative Party (and the press). Moreover, in Britain, little expertise was 
available. The general education of senior civil servants had not equipped 
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them for the tasks of planning capitalism, though they were intellectually 
superior to those who actually ran it the private sector managers. But this 
was only part of the problem. Of greater relevance was the fact that the 
Treasury, which was in effective charge of the economy, was not concerned 
about production: its brief was sustaining the pound and the balance of 
payments, if necessary by repeated deRation.36 Its attitude to industry was 
that of pre-modern doctors: if it hurts, bleed it. 

The undoubted merit of Harold Wilson, as he prepared for the 1964 
general election, was to have clearly articulated a widely recognized problem 
- namely, that what was required was a thorough modernization of the 
country's manufacturing capacity. The assumption of previous reformist 
socialists that somehow capitalism would grow, develop and produce a surplus 
which could be appropriated by a Left government, and spent on social 
services, was abandoned. It had become clear that capitalism, or at least 
British industry, if left to its own devices - that is, to its own managers -
would never be able to extricate itself from the marshy bog it had wallowed 
in for so long. Of course, a large financial sector, by servicing the requirements 
of the international markets, would be able to survive; however, manu
facturing, in decline for nlost of the century, required help. British socialists, 
erstwhile scourge of capitalism, becanle its presumptive saviours, and took a 
leaf out of the book of the French dirigiste tradition. The revitalization of 
British industry would occur from the top down, through the initiatives of 
two new ministries: the Ministry of Technology or (MinTech), in charge of 
the so-called scientific revolution whose 'white heat' represented the new 
challenge facing Labour; and the Department of Economic Affairs, whose 
national plan would drag British manufacturing into the second half of the 
twentieth century. Both enterprises failed. 37 

Compared to the British Left, however, the French Left suffered a double 
handicap: first of all, it was not united; and secondly, it could not adopt a 
programme of reforming capitalism, because that had been thoroughly 
appropriated by the Gaullists and was ideologically unacceptable to the 
communists. 

From the early 1960s onwards, for nearly twenty yeats, the French Left 
was obsessed with the problem of unity, and understandably so: communists 
and socialists were condemned to ineffectual opposition as long as they were 
divided. In the course of the decade, they moved from bitter rivalry and 
hostility to the recognition that nothing would change unless they collabor
ated. Though flexibility was never a French communist characteristic, there 
is little doubt that it was the PCF, rather than the squabbling socialists, 
which worked hardest to achieve a unity of purpose within the Left as a 
whole. The SFIO appeared to be in the throes of terminal decline. It had 
less than 100,000 members, according to its own unreliably inflated figures. 
Its bureaucracy was top-heavy. Its internal life was as undemocratic as that 
of the PCE The gulf between its daily practice as a party of the centre, 
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devoid of the faintest whiff of radicalism, and its blood-curdling socialist 
rhetoric was enormous: its own parliamentary group, an assortment of 
mediocre Fourth Republic notables elected in 1962, defined itself as 'essentially 
a revolutionary party ... a party of the class struggle'.38 

No realistic progress towards Left unity could comlnence without the 
prior termination of the Algerian War - the issue which divided the Left so 
bitterly - and recognition that Gaullism was the common enenlY. The first 
condition was met by the Evian Agreement of March 1962 between de 
Gaulle and the Algerian nationalists, which effectively ended the war; the 
second by Guy Mollet's realization that without some electoral understanding 
with the communists, the SFIO would suffer pronounced losses. Mollet's 
anti~Gaullist remarks in a radio broadcast in 1962 were reprinted approvingly 
in Cahiers du cotJ1tJ1lmisme.39 The PCF further responded by encouraging its 
supporters to vote in the second round of the 1962 elections for the best 
placed anti-Gaullist candidate.40 This facilitated the election victory, among 
others, of the progressive Catholic priest and resistance hero Felix K.ir, who 
became mayor of Dijon and after whom the rightly celebrated mixture of 
white Burgundy and cassis liqueur was named. 

The overall results for both socialists and communists were a marked 
improvement on 1958, though the former gained far more in terms of seats. 
Tqe PCF, with 21.8 per cent of the vote, gathered only 41 seats, while the 
socialists and their allies (radicals and left-wing 'clubs') collected 108 seats 
with 20.3 per cent. This did not unduly concern the PCF. A few weeks later, 
at its Central Committee meeting of 13-14 December 1962, it called on all 
'republican forces' (code for anti-Gaullist) to work together around conlmon 
demands and programmes. It even added, in an unusually conciliatory tone, 
that though real differences remained between the PCF and the socialists, 
particularly on the EEC and NATO, neither of these issues should be 
considered an obstacle to joint action. 41 This was ratified at the Seventeenth 
Congress of the PCF in 1964 and, after this, the PCF pursued, with re
markable coherence, a policy of unity with the socialists. It derived from an 
assessment of de Gaulle as the enetny to be beaten and against whom a 
broad coalition could be established. The theme of pauperization, so beloved 
of Thorez in the late 1950$ (see chapter 10), was abruptly dropped with the 
PCF's characteristic lack of concern about theory when it stood in the way 
of practice. Thorez was probably encouraged by the fact that the 1962 
programme of the CPSU had modified, without entirely abandoning, the 
official position on pauperization: it now held the view that living standards 
may drop during a crisis, but it was no longer a general law of motion of 
capitalist society.42 Ideological and political concessions poured forth: 'dog
matism' (code for Stalinism) was condemned; the upholding of the party's 
monopoly of pO'wer under socialism was another of Stalin's 'mistakes'.43 

On 14 June 1962 a conference of communist philosophers convened on 
the theme of Los taches des philosophes cO!JIJ'llunistes et la critiqtte des errettrs 
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pbilosophiques de Staline (,The Tasks of Communist Philosophers and Stalin's 
Philosophical Mistakes'). Thorez's opening remarks concentrated on Stalin's 
apparent failure to understand Hegel, not one of the crimes for which the 
Soviet leader is usually blamed.44 Nevertheless, this was taken to be a signifi
cant start. Subsequent events seemed to confirm that something was changing 
in the PCF: Lucien Seve, a mainstream communist philosopher, wrote a 
sophisticated treatise called Marxisme of la Theorie de 111, personnaliti which took 
Freud (hitherto a decadent exponent of degenerate petty bourgeois thought) 
seriously. Surprisingly, this text received the party's imprimatur and was printed 
by the PCF publishing house, Editions Sodales, in 1969. In March 1966 a 
Central Committee on ideology held at Argenteuil accepted the principle of 
letting a hundred flowers bloom: it looked, finally, as if a less illiberal conduct 
of affairs would prevail in French communism. 

A few weeks later, in May 1966, at a conference at Choisy-Ie-Roi, a team 
of party economists produced a new theory of state tTIonopoly capitalism (or 
Stamocap) which singled out the leading large firms as the opponents to be 
defeated, thus justifying the pursuit of alliances with virtually all other social 
groups. For a party so bereft of novel ideas Stamocap was an advance. Its 
principal proponent, Paul Boccara, traced it back to Lenin, as required, but 
also to Evgenij Varga, the Soviet economist of Magyar origin who had clashed 
with Stalin in the early 1930s. Even the help of Keynes, 'whose analysis, in 
essence, is not so distant from Marx's', was drafted. 45 Boccara stressed the 
connection between the state and capitalism, rather than the subordination 
of the state to capitalism; denounced the ideas, then prevalent in the PCF, 
of the inevitable crisis of capitalism ('catastrophism'); and emphasized that 
the new capitalist phase was characterized by a generalized intervention of 
the state, technical progress and globalization. More significantly, he sought 
to justify a strategy of 'capture' of the state (as opposed to the Leninist 
requirement that the bourgeois state must be destroyed): if the Left succeeded 
in wrenching political control from the 'monopolistic oligarchy', then it could 
use the state for a thorough democratization of the economy, paving the way 
for a 'democratic state capitalism' which would open a new 'revolutionary 
phase of peaceful transition to socialism'.46 

The theory can justifiably be criticized for its crudity, and it was presented 
in the usual doctrinaire style of French and Soviet communism. Nevertheless, 
from the inside it was like a breath of fresh air, It taught activists that the 
enemy \vas a system, and not a sinister conspiracy of tycoons blinded by 
greed, and explained to them that the state and the economy were not the 
same thing. 47 It attracted the interest of economists and even obtained the 
mild praise of an editorial in the otherwise unfriendly weekly /../Express. 48 

One should add, however, that the party leadership never took the doctrine 
of Stamocap seriously and made no use of it. By the 1970s, Stalt/oeap was 
hardly discussed and had become little more than a 'sort of theoretical 
warranty backing up the antiMmonopoly policy of the Common Programme'.49 
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Be that as it may, at the time it appeared as if the PCF had succeeded in 
replicating - with some modifications - the scenario of the Popular Front. 
Then, the main enemies were the notorious 'two hundred families' which 
allegedly owned the country. Now, instead, there was de Gaulle and State 
Monopoly Capitalism. Yet there were two major differences from the 1930s. 
The first was that the previous Popular Front had reflected the foreign policy 
interests of the USSR, whose objective was a friendly France, ready to stand 
up to Hitler. In the 1960s, however, de Gaulle had been pursuing a foreign 
policy of autonomy from the USA which no left-leaning government could 
have improved upon and which suited the USSR perfectly: after all, France 
had been the only country to withdraw from the military structure of NATO. 
The Soviet press even indicated openly in 1965 that they would welcome de 
Gaulle's re-election, rather than that of the joint candidate of the Left, 
Fran~ois Mitterrand. The new peF leader, Waldeck Rochet, understandably 
irate, wrote a letter to Pravda protesting. The letter was published but cen
sored, as Mitterrand recollected with glee, attributing to his candidature the 
merit of having provoked the first serious dispute between the PCF and the 
USSR since 1921.50 Thus this time, unlike the 1930s, the PCF's quest for Left 
unity had been entirely determined by genuine national domestic needs. 

The other major difference with the Popular Front was that the PCF was 
now ready to join a coalition, instead of merely supporting a socialist-led 
government. 51 Once the PCF had taken the decision to pursue the path of 
unity with the socialists, it did not waver until, in the early 1970S, the long
sought-after Common Programme was finally drafted. 

The main obstacle to Left unity in France was the non-communists. Even 
after the shift in the PCF, the old 'third force' SFIO ambition of rallying the 
so-called 'political centre' to the socialist cause was given another chance. 
The hope was to regroup in a single coalition the increasingly mythical 
progressive Jorces vives' of Gaullism, the leftovers of radical Catholicism, the 
modernizers from the plethora of left-leaning political clubs - a feature unique 
to French political life - the residue of the Radical Party, assorted Freemasons 
of the Grand-Orient lodges, various semi-detached 'progressive', but inef
fectual intellectuals, and the weekly news magazine L'Express.52 This unlikely 
concoction, a veritable Barnum circus, was unable to i01pose Gaston Defferre 
as a candidate for president on the SFIO and on its leader, Mollet, who in 
turn was deeply vexed because he had not been involved in this scheme 
from its inception. 53 

Defferre's failure to be selected as candidate demonstrated that French 
political parties were not the moribund creatures the Gaullists assumed them 
to be. The fundamental assumption behind Defferrism was that modernity 
entailed an 'Atnericanization of politics' - that is, the belief that ideological 
political parties would shrink in importance as they had in the USA (the 
111yth of I<ennedy was \videspread in France). If the end of ideology had 
finally arrived, what would keep political parties together except a shopping 
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list of political issues, a network of clienteles, or a strong charismatic person
ality? This 'anti-party' theme developed powerfully in the I960s on both 
sides of the political spectrum. From a different perspective - namely, that 
of a 'national interest' above party politics - de Gaulle had assumed the 
same stance. Neither de Gaulle's followers, nor those of Defferre, understood 
what became apparent much later: while it was true that political parties 
could no longer aspire to monopolize politics, and that extra-party political 
mobilization would become a common feature of West European societies, 
it did not follow that parties as such could be discarded. Modern parties 
would survive and develop, but only by finding ways of using, co-opting, 
manipulating or negotiating with non-party groups. When de Gaulle retired 
in 1969, he had changed the political face of France, but he took Gaullism 
with him, to Colombey-Ies-Deux-Eglises, and left behind a sturdy structure 
of political parties. 

The misjudgement of Gaullists and Defferrists was understandable, how
ever. In the mid- I 960s, French political parties did appear to be doomed. On 
the Right there existed little more than a collection of camp followers of de 
Gaulle, stretching from the blindly devoted to the unreliably opportunistic, 
devoid of even the semblance of independent thought, content to gather the 
harvest of votes the General had sown. On the Left there were the familiarly 
intransigent PCF, the undecided SFIO, a small leftist clique, the Parti Socialiste 
Unifie, split six ways, and the proliferating clubs: the Club Jean Moulin (the 
main supporters of Defferre), Citoyens 60, the Cercle Tocqueville (Lyons), 
Democratie Nouvelle (Marseille)" etc. 54 In so far as they had anything in 
common, the clubs were against political parties and in favour of devolution 
of power, /a participation and /a decentralisation, the two central ideas which were 
to inspire the May events and the reconstructed Socialist Party of the 1970s. 

In the meantime, the clubs had to accept that the defeat of Defferre had 
paved the way for Fran<;ois Mitterrand - himself an expression of the clubs 
- to become the sole representative of the Left at the 1965 presidential 
election. Under his impetus, the non-communist Left began the task of self
reconstruction under the banner of the Federation de la Gauche Demo
cratique et Socialiste (FGDS), an electoral alliance which included the SFIO, 
the left-wing radicals, the clubs, but not the 'third force' Catholics of the 
MRP. The FGDS shunned the Marxist rhetoric of the SFIO and its anti~ 

clericalism. It did not call for the establishment of a socialist society, or 
promise new nationalizations, instead emphasizing growth and equality. 55 All 
this was encapsulated in a lengthy programme of fifty pages which, as it 
served no real purpose, was quietly abandoned. \X1hat really mattered to the 
new organization was to obtain the support of the communists without 
becoming dominated by them, and without conceding what they wanted 
most: a common programme. 

The dignified result Mitterrand obtained in the presidential elections of 
1965 vindicated the pragmatic approach. By forcing a second ballot, he 
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compelled de Gaulle to campaign like an ordinary politician, a role the general 
found profoundly distasteful. Mitterrand's 45 per cent in the second ballot 
was a victory for those, like himself, who had argued that only by co-operating 
with the PCF could one hope to rally the entire non-comn1unist Left. Anti
communism could have no role in the realignment of the French Left. That 
may seem obvious, given that over half the Left electorate voted for the 
PCF, but it sometimes takes a little longer for politicians to draw the obvious 
cons equences. 

In 1966 the FGDS and the PCF made an electoral accord for the elections 
of 1967 and, only then, began to discuss what a common manifesto might 
contain. The road towards Left unity was tortuous and tormented. The 
precipitate resignation of de Gaulle in 1969 provided the old 'third force' 
option with its last chance. The Socialist Party presented its own candidate 
at the 1969 presidential election, the trusted Gaston Defferre, but did not 
seek the support of the communists. Defferre was eliminated in the first 
ballot with an ignominious 5.01 per cent, well behind the two conservative 
candidates, Alain Poher and Georges Pompidou, and the communist Jacques 
Duclos, an unrepentant but popular Stalinist, who obtained 2 1.5 per cent, a 
creditable result. 

The rout of the old 'third force' component of the SFIO was a blessing 
in disguise for the longer-term prospects of French socialism. The final 
elimination of Defferrism permitted the overhaul of the Socialist Party and 
the creation of a framework of co-operation with the communists. In the 
final analysis, the traditional Left proved to be more resilient than the 'clubs'. 

In France socialists had accepted that to become a credible government 
force they needed to unite the whole Left. In Italy too, the Left had been 
divided. But unlike the situation in France, the PSI had entered the govern
ment of the ruling Christian democrats in 1962-6" just when the SFIO was 
desisting from supporting de Gaulle. It was as if the two countries had 
inverted the position which had characterized much of the 195 os when both 
communists and socialists were in opposition to centrist governments in 
Italy, while in France the PCF was generally isolated. 

The new Italian centre-left governn1ent - as the coalition of Christian 
democrats, socialists, social democrats and republicans was called set itself 
a dual task: the reform of Italy's social structure and the isolation of the PCL 
Togliatti's counter-strategy was to avoid being forced into a position of 
intransigent opposition. Togliatti had ruled out the possibility that a single 
party - even his own - could resolve the crisis of Italian society.56 Under the 
system of proportional representation, the PCI's only hope of entering 
government was through an alliance with one or more of the governing 
patties. It was thus necessary to oppose them without causing excessive 
offence, to approve of their intentions for reforming the country while 
insisting that, without the communists and their supporters, no genuine 
reforms could be implemented. This delicate balancing act required con-
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siderable skill: the PCI had to preserve its radical image as the chief antagonist 
of 'the system', while displaying all the traits and characteristics of a 'loyal 
opposition'. The oft-repeated aim was to be 'a party of struggle and a party 
of government'. 

Togliatti was helped in this by the international thaw in the Cold War, as 
well as by the new position adopted by the Roman Catholic church under 
the reforming papacy of John XXIII. In contrast to Pius XII, who had 
condemned modern ideologies, including existentialism, and 'erroneous' scien
tific doctrines, in his encyclical Humani Generis (1950), John XXIII proved to 
be far more openwminded towards new ideas. In his Mater ot Magistra (1961), 
he accepted some of the views of reformist Catholic economists critical of 
neo-capitalism. In the 1963 encyclical, Pacem in Terris, the Pope suggested that 
Catholics could co-operate even with those inspired by 'false philosophical 
doctrines' because movements based on false ideological premises may, in 
some circumstances, represent positive and just human aspirations. 57 Togliatti 
responded along the same lines. In a major speech in Bergamo Oohn XXIII's 
birthplace), he declared that religion, far from being an obstacle to the 
development of a spiritually rich socialist society, could make a positive 
contribution.58 

While relations with the church improved, the communists also tried to 
keep the door open to an understanding with both the Christian democrats 
CDC) and the PSI, by attacking only their right wing. The situation was 
complicated by the formation of a new leftist socialist party, the Partito 
Socialista Italiano di Vnita Proletaria (or PSIUP), which had broken away 
from the n1ainstream PSI after it had decided to join forces with the ruling 
Christian democrats in a coalition government. As a result, the PSI and the 
right-wing social democrats (the PSDI) had moved closer together and begun 
to discuss reunification. Furthermore, in August 1964 Palmira Togliatti, the 
last giant of Western communism, died, depriving the PCI of its most lucid 
strategist. His successor, Luigi Longo, was an interim leader, open-minded 
and respected, but set in the traditional communist mould. This was not the 
case with either of the two contenders for the succession: Giorgio Amendola 
and Pietro Ingrao. 

Both took stock of the predicament of Western European communism. 
In two provocative articles in the party weekly Rinascita, Amendola drew up 
a balance-sheet of the negative achievements of the Left in the West. He 
made the obvious point that neither the social democrats nor the communists 
had succeeded in creating a socialist society in the previous fifty years. He 
declared that the reasons for the original split between the two were no 
longer valid. The time had come to reconstitute a single party of the working 
class. The implication of Amendola's proposal was that the Communist Party 
should cease to exist, merging in a wider Left which would embrace that '48 
per cent' of the electorate who were against the Christian democrats. 59 

Amendola's perspective, closer to traditional European social democracy 
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than Ingrao's, was that political parties were more reliable carders of change 
than social movements; that Italy had to follow the path of development of 
the nl0re advanced countries of the West ~ high productivity, full employment, 
welfare reforms; that socialism was not on the agenda anywhere in the West 
and that what really mattered was to avoid the emergence in Italy of authorit
arian government. Finally, although Amendola's anti-Stalinist credentials were 
as strong as those of Ingrao, he assumed that the Soviet experience was valid 
for Eastern Europe and was therefore less harsh in criticizing it, though he 
believed that it was not applicable to the West. The more radical Ingrao 
advocated the development of a new historical bloc which would rest on the 
working class and the emerging social forces in civil society. He believed that 
th~ Left would win only if it provided a vision and a model for an alternative 
to capitalism and not just an improved version of it: 'An alliance with us is 
an alliance with a force which is opposed to the system; the other political 
forces know this very well,' he wrote in April 1964.60 Ingrao relied far more 
than Amendola on the revolutionary potential of left-wing Catholicism, and 
on the possibility that political struggle within the Catholic world would 
bring about the disintegration of the Christian democrats. 61 

Both leaders expressed in differing ways a common understanding: Western 
communism had reached an impasse and could not develop without modi
fying itself drastically. Ingrao would become the most important reference 
point within the PCI for those leftist tendencies in Italian society which 
hoped that the Communist Party would eventually become a rallying point 
for all revolutionaries. In the years to come, student radicals, rank and file 
activists in the trade unions, socialist feminists, libertarians, ecologists, libera
tion theologians, in so far as they looked to the PCl at all, looked to Ingrao 
and his supporters as their companions in the struggle. Ingrao's role was to 
maintain a link between the Italian communist tradition and the new fotces 
which emerged, from the 19605 onwards, in Italian society. \Vithin the party, 
however, Ingrao lost virtually every battle. The Eleventh Congress of the 
PCI (1966) sanctioned the victory of the Amendoliani, and the party apparatus 
thereafter remained in the hands of the 'welfare reformists' of the central 
regions of Italy, the only communists in Western Europe who regularly 
engaged in the difficult art of governing. The majority of the trade union 
leadership (excepting the powerful engineering workers' union) continued to 
be staunchly 'rightist' as the Amendola current was called in contrast to 
the Ingrao Left - and understandably so: it was of paramount importance 
that the divorce between socialists and communists over participation in 
government with the DC should not cause a break-up of the CGIL trade 
union confederation. 

When Ingrao's closest supporters decided, against his better judgement, 
to start an internal 'dissident' magazine called II Manifesto, inspired by the 
more egalitarian aspects of the Chinese Cultural Revolution, they were ex
pelled from the party by the Central Committee by a near unanimous majority 
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which included Ingrao himself. Amendola's victory, however, was never 
complete; he himself remained only the leader of a tendency. He knew he 
did not possess the temperament required for the top job: this larger-than
life (and large) man, the son of a Liberal cabinet minister and anti-fascist 
victim, had an authoritarian streak which often caused offence. A cautious 
party like the PCI always behaved like a 'broad church', reluctant to alienate 
an important minority, conscious that its internal unity was its strongest 
asset. Togliatti himself had always avoided defeating any internal opponent 
completely, on the Machiavellian grounds that, sooner or later, they might 
turn out to be useful allies when the situation changed. 

Throughout the 1960s, the PCI opposed the centre-left government on 
the grounds that it did not fulfil its promises to modernize and reform Italy. 
Nevertheless, it strenuously avoided a head-on clash, continuing to co-operate 
with the socialists in local government and in trade unions. In Parliament it 
never used its voting strength or the superior discipline of its parliamentary 
group to block major legislation; on the contrary, in the less visible but all
important committees, communist benevolence ensured the smooth passage 
of many laws. Thus Italian politics, like those of many other West European 
countries, manifested a not insignificant degree of consensus, even though 
the opposition was represented by the largest communist party in the capitalist 
world. All-important party unity was preserved by ensuring that the succession 
to Longo was entrusted in 1969 to Enrico Berlinguer, a taciturn Sardinian 
with considerable strategic skills, who was not identified with either Amendola 
or Ingrao. 

The behaviour of the Italian Communist Party in opposition was shaped 
by two contradictory, though mutually necessary, features: an enduring com
mitment to its own traditions; and a realistic adjustment to unfavourable 
circumstances - a position which even the more stubborn peF was em
bracing. Not for nothing was 'Change in Continuity' one of the central slogans 
of the PCl. 

A similar attitude was emerging in another opposition party otherwise 
quite different from the PCI: the British Labour Party. Gaitskell's defeat on 
Clause Four had signalled the limits of revisionist success. However, as long 
as no one openly challenged the socialist final aim of the party, it was possible 
for the revisionists to convince their comrades that the modernization of 
Britain should become its medium-term goal. At the 1961 Blackpool Coo+ 
Ference a 'home policy statement' entitled Signposts for tbe Sixties was accepted 
'by acclamation'.62 This text, whose final draft was the product of a senior 
quartet of the party's leaders (Hugh Gaitskell, Harold Wilson, George Brown 
and Richard Crossman), constituted, in a minor key, the British equivalent of 
Bad Godesberg and should be considered, in its essential aspects, the central 
revisionist text of the modern Labour Party. 

The original draft of Signposts had been pared down by the party's home 
policy committee and purged of all references to 'a socialist purpose'. The 
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word 'socialism' did not appear at all. All mention of an eventual demo
cratization of society, and the paragraphs entitled 'Democracy in Local 
Government', 'Democracy in Industry', 'Democracy and Bureaucracy' and 
'Democracy and Minorities' were eliminated. Also excluded from the final 
document were proposals to reform the laws 00 suicide, homosexuality, 
abortion, prostitution, divorce, obscenity, censorship and Sunday observance, 
and to improve the prisons and the treatment of criminals.63 

Shorn of the cultural and libertarian ideas advocated both by the 'new' 
Left and by revisionists like Crosland in his The Future of Socialism, Signposts 
was presented as the way out of the decay and stagnation the Conservatives 
w~re alleged to have induced. For the first time, Labour contrasted British 
backwardness with advances in Europe. At Blackpool Gaitskell had dubbed 
Britain 'the sick man of Europe', and in a television broadcast he denounced 
the country's growing inability to produce and sell its products abroad.64 The 
country's economic decline was obvious to all: Britain's share of the world 
market for manufacture had shrunk from 25.5 per cent in 1950 to 16 per 
cent a decade later. 

Signposts for the Sixties provided the basis for the wholesale and highly 
effective adoption of the concept of modernity by the Labour Party and, in 
particular, by Harold Wilson when he became party leader after Gaitskell's 
death in January 1963. Its opening words were: 'We live in a scientific 
revolution,' It then continued: 

In such an of those who identify with 
liberty are enemies, however unwitting, of democracy. The enlargement of free
dom which we all desire cannot be achieved by opposing State intervention but 
only by assuring that national resources are wisely allocated and community 
services humanely planned.65 

Thus, a set of connecting themes was presented: the scientific revolution 
required state intcrven,tion and a fair distribution of resources. Britain was 
not faced with the prospect of sudden catastrophe, explained the document, 
but of slow decay. The Conservatives had starved community services,66 done 
little about the growing transport problem,67 while the economy was still run 
by a small caste of old Etonians: six out of eighteen directors of the Bank 
of Engla1).d, eleven out of thirty~four Ministers, forty-four out of the 148 
directors of the largest five banks. 68 Signposts contained a diagnosis: the main 
cause of Britain's decline was the government's refusal to develop a strategy 
for the capitalist economy. It also suggested a cure: first, an industrial policy 
ainled at revitalizing the economy and a National Industrial Planning Board 
to channel investment towards key sectors;69 second, the encouragement of 
science in industry through a revitalized National Research Development 
Corporation, which would sponsor research and modernize backward in
dustries;7o third, a national plan for apprenticeship 'to compensate for the 
failure of the private sector to provide training/1 and, finally, a fairer taxation 
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system to achieve greater equality, and improved social services to provide a 
stronger safety net. 

This regenerative strategy recognized, though only implicitly) that the aim 
of socialists was the modernization of capitalism. 'Modernization' provided 
the British Labour Party with an optimistic, future-oriented popular slogan. 
The Conservative Party's patrician image, enhanced by the succession to 
Harold Macmillan of a land-owning aristocrat, Alec Douglas Home, turned 
out to be an electoral liability. The card of prosperity, played so ably by 
Macmillan in the 'You never had it so good' election of 1959, could not be 
used in the less favourable climate of the early 1960s. Wilson took full 
advantage of this auspicious conjuncture. 

A cursory reading of the Labour leader's 1964 speeches in preparation for 
the election provides the full flavour of Labour's rhetoric of modernity: 

I want to speak to you today about the new Britain and how we intend to bring 
home to our people the excitement there will be in building it. Since the war, the 
world has been rushing forward at an unprecedented and exhilarating speed ... 
Yet Britain lags behind, lacking the will or the plan which can bring this future 
within the reach of us all. We are living in the jet-age but we are governed by an 
Edwardian establishment mentality. Over the British people lies the chill frost of 
Tory leadership ... Tory society is a dosed society, in which birth and wealth have 
priority. This is the time for a breakthrough to an exciting and wonderful period 
in our history ... We want the youth of Britain to storm the new frontiers of 
knowledge ... This is what 1964 can mean. A chance for change. More, a time for 
resurgence. A chance to sweep away the grouse-moor conception of Tory leader
ship. 72 

The co-ordinates of this appeal were an unproblematic OptIm1Sm about 
scientific advance and technical progress, a conviction in the superiority of 
rule by the expert, and a belief in the importance for growth of education 
and training: 

Socialism ... means applying a sense of purpose to our national life ... Purpose 
means technical skill ... If you fly the Atlantic by jet, YOll want to be sure the pilot 
knows his job, that he's been trained for it. 73 

Britain's electoral system forces the opposition to present an image appreci
ably different from that of the government, while appearing reasonable and 
moderate enough to capture the middle ground. The obvious solution was 
for Labour to accept that although both parties now had similar objectives 

namely, the prosperity and welfare of the nation the government was 
incapable of meeting them. Thus, Labour's regular lambasting of the Con
servatives could not entirely disguise the fact that they too were committed 
to full employment and the welfare state) if less wholeheartedly than Labour; 
conversely, Labour's plan presupposed the preservation of the capitalist 
economy, even if they were less enthusiastic about it than the Tories. 
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Thus, in Britain, as elsewhere, there existed a form of consensus politics 
behind the shadow-boxing of confrontational rhetoric. In Germany too, 
consensus displayed itself more clearly even when, as in Britain, the situation 
was becoming increasingly favourable to the Left. In the election of 17 
September 1961, the SPD obtained 36.3 per cent against 31.8 per cent in 
1957; the CDU lost its absolute majority (down from 50.2 to 45.3) while the 
Free Democrats did very well, improving from 7.7 per cent to 12.7 per cent. 

The SPD had, of course, been moving closer to the government since the 
Bad Godesberg conference of 1959. After acceptance of a bi-partisan foreign 
policy in June 196o (see chapter 10), there were few practical differences 
between social democrats and Christian democrats. The erection of the Berlin 
Wall in August 1961 demonstrated to the SPD that it was futile to develop 
a strategy based on the assumption that the reunification of Germany could 
be achieved in the short term. The East German state, the DDR, seemed 
there to stay, solid behind the Wall, protected by Russian tanks, ideologically 
confident of its own sovereignty. 

In October 196 I, in a move which startled the German political scene, 
the SPD parliamentary group suggested that a cabinet of 'national con
centration' should be formed between all the parties. 74 There was surprisingly 
little opposition. At the end of 1962 further vague 'coalition talks' took place 
between Herbert Wehner of the SPD and the CDU/CSU deputies Paul 
Lucke and I<arl-Theodor von Guttemberg. Nothing came of these. Germany 
seemed set to be ruled for a long time by a coalition of the CDU, the CSU 
(its Bavarian counterpart) and the FOP. Nevertheless, the SPD had put down 
a marker for the future by underlining its willingness to form a coalition 
government. Like the British Labour Party, it sensed that politics was turning 
its ~ray. The party had grown confident. It had a strong leadership, which 
included a brilliant strategist like Herbert Wehner. Its Kaniferkandidat was the 
charismatic and youthful-looking mayor of Berlin, Willy Brandt. On the 
government side, power was still in the hands of the intolerant and authorit
arian I<onrad Adenauer, eighty-four years old in 196o, whose political career 
had begun in 19°7, and who still persisted in his dishonest denigration of his 
socialist opponents (frequently characterized as stalking horses for the com
munists - a position increasingly difficult to hold).75 The SPD knew that 
even Adenauer would not live for ever: when it talked about coalition with 
the CDU, the general assumption was that it was necessary to await the post
Adenauer eta. The new cult of youth was being born. It unmistakably 
favoured the Left: Brandt against Adenauer, I<ennedy against Nixon (and 
Eisenhower), Wilson against Alec Douglas Home. 

The SPD continue to cultivate carefully its own image of a Staatenpartei, a 
system-supporting party, but it could do no more than \vait for developments 
in the new governing coalition. The entente between the CDU/CSU and the 
FDP was never a happy one. The free democrats succeeded in forcing the 
authoritarian and right-wing CSU defence minister, Franz-Josef Strauss, out 
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of office in 1961 and obtaining the retirement of Adenauer in 1963.76 The 
chosen successor was Ludwig Erhard, the former economics minister, com
monly and disputably regarded as the father of the German economic miracle 
and the chief ideologue of the 'social market'. Erhard's economic philosophy 
was virtually identical to that of the FOP, the party of economic liberalism. 
Erhard, however, turned out to be the least inspiring of Germany's post-war 
chancellors. His luck had run out: the economic miracle had come to an end. 
The causes behind this are complex and cannot be satisfactorily dealt with 
here. Full employment, achieved in 1959, had strengthened the trade unions; 
the influx of labour from the East had been blocked by the Berlin Wall in 
196 I; productivity had started a slow decline; there was an unusually high 
level of labour conflict in 1963 (8,997 days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural 
workers, against 2.,2.50 in 1962. and 339 in 1961).77 Thus, gross wages rose 
faster than GNP between 1960 and 1966.78 Getman workers began to enjoy 
the fruits of economic prosperity: their average working week was 2.5 hours 
shorter than that of their British counterparts, setting a pattern of high 
wages and short working days never subsequently altered contrary to the 
cliche of hard-working Germans and lazy Brits. 

Another stereotype frequently used by the ill-informed was that the 
German economy was run according to the strictest and most inflexible 
criteria of sound and austere economic management, and that this meant 
spending as little public money as possible. In reality, German Christian 
democracy was popular not only because of economic growth, but also 
because it was always willing to hand out plenty of public money: lavish 
pensions (60 per cent of final salary in many cases); large building subsidies; 
the subsidization of the West Berlin economy; generous compensation paid 
to those affected by the war (to prevent the growth of a right-wing war 
veterans' party); state sustenance to uneconomic industries such as textiles, 
coalmining and shipbuilding; and regular bribes to the electorate prior to 
elections, such as the tax-cutting budget of 1965. The German 'social market' 
economy was almost as much 'social' as it was 'market'.79 This pattern explains 
why the SPD could contemplate what in Britain would have been unthinkable: 
an alliance with its sworn opponent, and why it could fight the 1965 election 
promising to do more or less what the government was already doing. The 
end of the economic miracle helped the SPD. It gained 3. I per cent on the 
196 I results, though the cnu did reasonably well too, gaining a further 2.2 

per cent. The real losers, this time, were the winners of 1961: the FDP, 
which lost eighteen seats and ;., per cent of the vote. 

The economic situation deteriorated further and so did relations bet\Veen 
the FDP and the enu. A third player intervened: the Bundesbank. The 
Federal Bank Act of 1957 had constituted it as the supreme guarantor of the 
currency and, consequently, as 'independent of instructions from the federal 
government in carrying out the duties assigned to it by law'.80 Accordingly, 
the Federal Bank tried to impose on the government a balanced budget and 
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to cut spending, not an easy task in a federal country where the regions have 
considerable spending power. The FPD sided with the Bank, unlike the 
more populist CDU, which was quite prepared to discard orthodox thinking 
and increase taxes to balance the budget. 

The contrast between the two governing parties could not be resolved. 
The FDP, increasingly unwilling to be associated with what appeared to be 
a discredited government, smarting from heavy electoral losses in Bavaria 
and Hesse, began to extricate itself from office. The CDU rapidly got rid of 
the hapless Erhard in favour of a new chancellor, I(urt I<iesinger. 81 

It would be in coalition with this mao, who had joined the Nazi Party in 
1933 and remained a member of it throughout the Third Reich, that the 
SPD, led by \X'illy Brandt (who had been in exile while I<iesinger carried a 
sw:astika-adorned card in his back-pocket), returned to power for the first 
time since 1930. I<iesinger's past involvement in radio propaganda on behalf 
of Nazism was called an insult to the German people by intellectuals such 
as Heinrich Boll and I(arl Jaspers, but to no effect.82 The requirements of 
power lead even those of the highest integrity into the strangest of beds. 

There was, of course, serious opposition to an entente with the CDU 
within the SPD and the trade union movement, though this occurred mainly 
after 1966, when the coalition actually came into being. At the 1968 party 
conference, the motion in favour of continuing the coalition obtained only 
173 votes to 129. B3 At the top, however, the SPD was quite united and with 
Kiesinger as chancellor, Willy Brandt as foreign minister, and I(arl Schiller 
(SPD) as economics minister, the G'ros.re Koalition began its three-year period 
of existence. 

With socialists in government in London and Bonn, in Rome and Stock
holm, the tide seemed to have turned once more towards the Left. 

In Power 

The contrast and parallels between the Labour Government which started 
life in 1964 and the German Grosse Koalition of 1966-69 offer some interest
ing comparisons. 

During their years in opposition in the 195 os and early 1960s, both the 
Labour Party and the SPD had been immersed in revisionist debates. The 
re~ult was that their policies were strikingly similar on many points. They 
were both committed to NATO and to solidarity with the West. They were 
both anti~communist. Neither had significant rivals to the left, for their 
respective con1munist parties lacked popular support (unlike their Finnish, 
Swedish, Italian or French equivalents), and neither of them was faced by 
radical leftist parties (unlike the Norwegian or Danish parties). Both enjoyed 
the support of the entire trade union movement. Both were seen as harbingers 
of change, youth and modernity. Both enjoyed a strong measure of support 
from the intellectual establishment. Their respective leaders, Harold Wilson 



310 THE PERPLEXING SIXTIES 

and Willy Brandt, had a positive personal image and a commanding presence 
on television. They dominated their parties. They were backed by a competent 
team of ministers, albeit inexperienced in practical governmental matters due 
to their lengthy period in opposition. 

The differences are equally compelling. Institutionally speaking, the British 
Labour Party was in a stronger position. It enjoyed an absolute, though 
small, majority in the House of Commons in 1964-66, and a massive and 
unchallengeable one after the successful 1966 general election. In contrast, 
the SPD was the junior partner in the 1966-69 coalition and, after 1969, was 
still forced to compromise with its Liberal allies, whose economic beliefs 
were more antagonistic to state intervention than those of the CDU. The 
Labour government was freer from institutional constraints than the SPD: it 
was not hampered by a constitution and hence did not have to worry about 
whether its legislation could be ruled unconstitutional by a supreme court. 
The second chamber, i.e. the House of Lords, though controlled by the 
Conservatives, had very limited powers; local government was no real chal
lenge in what was in fact a highly centralized state. 

In Germany, by contrast, the SPD was much more constrained. It faced 
a written constitution and hence an independent and strong supreme court. 
It operated in a federal system with powerfully established regional govern
ments. The second federal chamber, the Bundesrat, represented the lander, 
and therefore had more authority to veto legislation than the undemocratic 
British Lords. An independent central bank, the Bundesbank, was more or 
less in control of monetary policy. Furthermore, German membership of the 
EEC entailed commitments which reduced the powers available to a reform-
ing government or so the still anti-European Labour Party believed. 

Accordingly, in terms of politico-institutional constraints, the Labour 
government was much freer than its German counterpart to pursue radical 
policies. On the simple theory of sovereignty, a party which had captured the 
majority of seats in the Commons could do whatever it wished. It could be, 
as Lord Hailsham's celebrated dictum had it, an elected dictatorship. In terms 
of economic and international realities, on the other hand, the Labour Party 
appears to have been far more constrained than the SPD. It was encumbered 
from the outset by Britain's expensive international commitments and large 
military expenditure, epitomized by the international role of sterling and the 
remains of the empire; by the country's economic backwardness; and by the 
existence of a decentralized trade union nl0vement chronically unable to 
deliver a comprehensive wages policy on a continuous basis. 

The SPD, for its part, enjoyed the advantage of having an economy with 
a strong manufacturing base, its defence expenditure underwritten by NATO 
(Le. mainly by the USA and Great Britain), and a centralized and co-operative 
trade union organization. \Vest Germany was not affected by most of the 
factors which have been invoked, correctly or otherwise, to explain Britain's 
systematically poor economic perfortnance: a divisive class system; the lack 
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of adequate financial support from the City to manufacturing industry; the 
anti-entrepreneurial bias of British culture; inadequate training; and so on. 
Most of these explanations have been arrived at by a simple operation: any 
features possessed by the more successful 'West German model' and not by 
Britain were deemed to provide the explanation for the latter's failure. Charles 
Feinstein proposed a more historical explanation when he suggested that 
countries such as Germany, Japan, Italy and France could grow faster than 
Britain and the USA because, around 1948, they found themselves acutely 
aware of the need for reform and sustained exertion: they were 'backward', 
they had suffered military defeat, their cities were ruined, their infrastructure 
in need of reconstruction, their previous political institutions discredited. 
They were not, however, backward in the sense that they lacked the cultural, 
political and administrative ability to catch up with their more satisfied and 
hence more lackadaisical competitors. Those starting from a position of 
inferiority 'inevitably approached the task of reconstruction with a great 
sense of urgency and deternlination and little prospect of early benefits. The 
(others) saw the course and outcome of the war as a triumph for which they 
could now expect to be rewarded.' 84 Whatever the reasons, it is clear that the 
Lahour Party confronted economic disadvantages far more significant that 
those facing the SPD. 

Did these economic constraints outweigh the institutional advantages which 
the Labour government enjoyed? Though this cannot be answered with 
precision, we attach greater importance to the economic factor, not out of 
some schematic belief in the primacy of economics, but because modern 
social democracy cannot accomplish its tasks without a thriving economic 
base. Reformist welfare and redistributive policies cannot be implemented 
without a growth economy operating at or near full employment. This 
requirement does not hold for conservative parties. Their main 'constraint' 
is the extent to which they are forced, for political reasons, to uphold social
democratic reforms and goals. 

To suggest that the economic constraints faced by the British Labour 
government were prominent obstacles in the way of the implementation of 
its programme sets the proper context for what, on balance, was the less 
than memorable record of the 1964-70 experience. The government's policies 
failed to achieve the economic growth required to deliver the promised social 
reforms. The initial substantial increases in social expenditure (education, 
housing and pensions) were not paid for out of growth, but by foreign 
borrowing (though this was eventually paid back), or by diverting resources 
which could have been used for direct investment.85 

In the early 1960s, the Labour Party had produced plans for the re
vitalization of the British economy, yet it failed to attain this goal or to 
pronlulgate major welfare reforms during its six years in office. Unlike the 
previous Labour governments of 1945-5 I, no major achievements can be 
inscribed to its credit, though the establishnlcnt of widows' pensions, the 
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expansion of higher education, comprehensive schools, the founding of the 
Open University are not insignificant. The constraints Labour inherited may 
have been great, but it failed principally because - for the short term - it 
had neither a coherent strategy nor a sufficiently radical imagination. It 
inherited from the Conservatives a serious balance of payments problem 
which it could have tackled immediately by devaluing sterling - as de Gaulle 
had done with the franc as soon as he obtained office in 1958 - and giving 
up its overseas commitments. Both policies were eventually adopted, but too 
late. Both were viable, and were indeed debated in government circles. One 
of the obvious causes of Wilson's (and James Callaghan's) insistence that 
sterling and overseas commitments had to be upheld appears to reside in the 
domain of political psychology: both policies were powerful symbols of 
Britain's national past, a past to which Labour was as profoundly committed 
as the Conservatives. The Labour Party had not been elected to change 
anything seen as representing the 'essence' of the British nation, but to 
revitalize the economy, modernize the manufacturing bases, establish a fairer 
society, more equal, more just. The word 'more' epitomizes what was at 
stake: the same but better, quantitative not qualitative changes. To this should 
be added the historic problem afflicting Labour: once it accepted the 'nation) 
as it stood, it felt it had to demonstrate that it could be trusted as much as 
the Conservatives. Being trusted meant accepting as primary national object
ives the maintenance of an extensive diplomatic and military role in the 
world, and retaining London as an international financial centre of the first 
rank; and that meant upholding sterling parity. The Labour Party was encum· 
bered by the fact that, when it took office, sterling was still a major reserve 
currency whose defence had enormous domestic costs.86 Other countries, 
especially the USA, did not want Britain to use devaluation to correct its 
balance of payments deficits, for this would have unsettled the international 
monetary system and put the dollar in the front line of speculative assaults. 
As a consequence, the USA, the City, and the Bank of England exercised 
constant pressure on Labour to avoid devaluation, and provided loans to 
help sustain sterling. 87 

Wilson and his principal ministers paid more attention to pressures from 
special interests than to their own advisers, who were divided among them
selves. Labour did not want to be regarded as the party of devaluation and 
never established an alternative strategy. The party of planning had become 
the party of improvisation. As Cairnctoss and Eichengreen explained: 

The Labour Government, on taking office, came down firmly against devaluation. 
But it did so without giving much consideration to the alternative. It contented 
itself with ruling out devaluation as 'unmentionable' but devised no coherent 
strategy for avoiding it. Indeed, once it had taken this position, it neither embarked 
on any form of contingency planning nor sought to look beyond the various 
crises that seemed to succeed one another endlessly over the next few years. The 
focus throughout was extremely short-term.88 
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The defence of sterling was not cheap. In the 19605 the cost of remaining 
a world power had escalated. The terms of trade had moved heavily against 
overseas military expenditure. It required a much higher level of exports to 
support troops stationed abroad than had been the case in the 1940S and 
even in the 19 50S.89 In a country inhabited by a population imbued with 
national pride, no party could afford to be seen to be 'anti-national'. 

The SPD was in a different situation. The German nation was accustomed 
to being redefined or reconstituted. As Oswald Spengler put it in 1927: 'The 
sense of German history ... is a constantly repeated attempt to find the 
beginning' (011 the German National Character). There was no glorious past to 
live up to. Quite the contrary: there was a past to live down. This was where 
the SPD had fewer inhibitions than others. This does not mean that there 
were no psychologico-political constraints. The historical memory of the 
devastating inflation of 1923-24 (the purported cause of the destabilization 
of the Wein1ar Republic) meant that no politician could hope to last for very 
long in Bonn without pledging total commitment to stable prices. The fact 
that this 'memory' was carefully cultivated and cherished by fiscal con
servatives does not make it any less powerful. That apart, there were fewer 
sacred cows like sterling in Brandt's way than in Wilson's. It takes 
considerable statesmanship to slaughter such cattle. Wilson, for all his clever
ness and his tactical flair, could not bring himself to do it until it was far too 
late. 

The opening page of Wilson's own account of his first period in office 
recognized that 'all but a year' in the life of the Labour government 

was dominated by an inherited balance of payments problem which was nearing 
a crisis the moment we took office ... the harsh measures which we had to take, 
and from which we did not shrink, bit deep. It was a Government which had 
faced disappointment after disappointment, and none greater than the economic 
restraints on our ability to carry through the social revolution to which we were 
comn1itted at the speed we would have wished.90 

In later years, analysts cast doubts over the seriousness of the crisis Britain 
was facing. Exports, it seems, were so under-recorded that Britain may have 
had a balance of payments surplus when sterling came under pressure and 
was devalued in November 1967.91 While this may offer further evidence 
that politicians are too often expected to make momentous decisions on the 
basis of questionable information reliably conveyed by unreliable experts, it 
can be no consolation to learn that some of the unpopular policies to which 
Labour had to resort may have been unnecessary . 

. If we are to rely on Wilson's n1cmoirs, from his earliest days in office the 
advice from financial circles was to adopt stringent policies in order to 
convince speculators that sterling was not in danger. On 24 November 1964, 
the governor of the Bank of England asked him to cut public expenditure 
regardless of the social consequences. Wilson wrote: 
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Not for the first time, I said that we had now reached the situation where a 
newly-elected Government with a mandate from the people was being told, not 
so much by the Governor of the Bank of England but by international speculators, 
that the policies on which we had fought the election could not be implemented; 
that the Government was to be forced into the adoption of Tory policies to 
which it was fundamentally opposed. The Governor confirmed that that was, in 
fact, the case ... He had to admit that that was what his argument meant, because 
of the sheer compulsion of the economic dictation of those who exercised decisive 
economic power.92 

In its struggle to give absolute priority to the defence of the parity of sterling 
- the one ~great mistake of economic policy'93 - the Labour administration 
was compelled to introduce a formidable array of dismal measures, listed in 
Table I 1.7. They failed to achieve Labour's overall objectives, namely to achieve 
growth and employment while preventing devaluation. On 18 November 1967, 
Wilson and his ministers could no longer avoid the unavoidable. The pound 
was devalued by 14.3 per cent. Further austerity measures followed. The new 
chancellor, Roy Jenkins, produced in March 1968 what Wilson described as 
'the most punishing Budget in Britain's peacetime history'.94 Home con
sumption was reduced in an effort to shift resources into exports. An 
impressive range of goods and services was subjected to tax increases 
betting tax, gaming duty, road tax, tobacco duties, taxes on wine, spirits, cars, 
refrigerators, luxury goods, tape recorders and so forth. But there was no 
increase in income tax. It would be, announced the chancellor, 'two years' 
hard slog'. He was right. By the first quarter of 1970, the balance of payments, 
and even the visible balance of trade, showed a surplus. 

To achieve this result, the very foundations of Labour's industrial policy 
were systematically undermined. The Department of Economic Affairs (the 
DEA), forged to counter-balance the Treasury's alleged anti-production bias 
and revive the British economy, was divested of much of its remaining power. 
By prioritizing sterling, the Labour government gave primacy to the Treasury 
view. Wilson himself remained convinced that the DEA had been wrecked 
by a Treasury conspiracy, though, by then, his paranoia had increased a 
common characteristic of Brhish prime ministers.95 

In Germany, the SPD was spared this trauma and angst. The recession of 
1966-67 may be seen as a political turning-point in the history of post-war 
Germany, since it heralded the entry of the SPD into government. From an 
economic point of view it only signalled the end of the 'miracle' of a period 
of exceptionally fast growth. This is alarming only to those who assume 
miracles, economic or othetwise, can become routine. In reality, the 'crisis' 
was rather mild. In so far as the new government had a balance of payments 
problem at all, it consisted in being blessed with such a healthy surplus in 
1966-69 that the Germans were regularly under pressure from their compet
itors, especially the French in 1968, to revalue the Deutsche Mark. The 
incoming SPD-led government finally complied in October 1969. The 
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Table II.7 Labour government (UK) economic measures, 1964-67 

Import surcharge of 15 per cent 

National Insurance contributions increased 

Petrol duty increased 

Income tax increased 

Bank Rate up (record 7 per cent) 

Bank Rate up (record 8 pcr cent) 

Public spending contained or cut 

Massive loans to support sterling 

Deflationary budget, HP regulation made more stringent, 
tax on alcohol, tobacco and cars increased 

Exchange control tightened 

£50 maximum foreign travel allowance 

HP terms made morc stringent 

Public authority investment cuts 

Budget: introduction of Selective Employment Tax 

Bank advances restrained 

Sterling devalued 

Oct. 1964 

Nov. 1964 

Nov. 1964 

Nov. 1964 

Nov. 1964 

Nov. 1967 

Feb. 1965,July 1966, 
July and Nov. 1967 

Nov. 1964, Feb., May 
and Sept. 1965, 
July 1966, March, Oct. 
and Nov. 1967 

April 1965 

April 1965 
July 1965 

Nov. 1966, renewed 1967 

June and July 1965, 
Feb. and July 1966, 
Nov. 1967 

July 1965 

~fay 1966 

Dec. 1964, 
May and July 1965, 
January 1966 

November 1967 

German slowdown had been the product not of a structural decline - as in 
Britain but of conjunctural factors, such as the Bundesbank's exercise of 
monetary 1'estraint and increases in wages higher than the rate of growth of 
productivity. 

The real problem facing the SPD, even when in coalition with the CDU, 
was to convince the trade unions to contain wages in exchange for some 
no.n-monetary benefits. The Labour Party too spent most of the 1964-70 
period trying to convince the trade unions to adopt wage restraints, but in 
Britain this policy was deployed to eliminate a balance of payment deficit, 
rather then to achieve economic growth. 

In Germany a medium-term stabilization policy was of at least as much 
in1portance as short~term measures. The Stabilitats-und-lJ:7f:1,chstumsgesetz (the 
Stability and Growth Law), passed by the Bundestag in June I967, altered 
Article 1°9 of the Basic Law to decrease the fiscal sovereignty of the lander, 
compelling their budgets to be aligned with the federal government's so that 
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they would meet the requirements of the economic cycle. Budgets had to 
conform, by law, to a balanced treatment of the magisches "Viereck (magic square), 
the four key economic goals of full employment, steady growth, price stability 
and stable exchange rates. The government was also compelled to submit an 
annual economic report outlining the economic situation and setting out its 
economic and financial objectives.96 The resources for anti-cyclical policy 
would come from increased state borrowing in periods of weakness and from 
a contingency fund built up during periods of high growth.97 

The law also established that, should one of the four stated economic 
goals be endangered, the government 'will provide orientation data for 
simultaneous concerted action (Konzertierte Aktion) of local authorities, trade 
unions and employers' associations in order to achieve the goals'.98 Many 
leading trade unionists welcomed the establishment of a formal consultative 
forum. They assumed that it would allow them to play a major role in the 
determination of national economic and social policy, which is what they had 
consistently advocated in their Basic Programme adopted at Diisseldorf in 
1963. However, the key issue discussed in this forum turned out to be the 
increase in wages compatible with the government's macro-economic policies. 
Understandably, the unions became uneasy: Konzertterte Aktion was being 
reduced to an incomes policy forum. 

During the first two years of this policy, 1966 and 1967, unions complied 
with the government's request to moderate their wage claims. There was a 
close match between the wages targets set by the governmenes ~orientation 
data' and the actual wage increases which, in any case, lagged behind the 
growth of the economy. Whether there was a direct causal relation bet\Veen 
government wishes and union demands remained a matter of controversy, 
particularly as such apparent adherence to the guidelines did not occur after 
1967.99 The recession, and the attendant rise in unemployment, was the main 
ingredient in moderating union demands; and the Konzertierte Aktion forum 
was, at most, an additional contributing factor. loo Moreover, the unions were 
more willing to co-operate because the SPD was in government, on the 
assumption that they would be able to obtain those social reforms which 
they (and the SPD) had long advocated.101 Be that as it may be, the apparent 
success of the forum reinforced the prestige of the party which had cham
pioned it: the SPD. The policy which the social democratic minister of finance, 
I(arl Schiller, had called I(eynesian 'global steering' emerged triumphant. 
Unemployment fell. Growth picked up once more. The recession was over. 

The ideological effects were notable. The macro-planning corporatist 
structure erected by Schiller, in his particular version of I(eynesianism, became 
the dominant philosophy in German economic policy, thus marlcing a decisive 
break with the neo-liberal 'social market' policies of Erhard. t02 From an 
overall European point of view, this was hardly an innovation. Neo-I<eynesian
ism had been dominant in Scandinavia and in Austria. Tripartite consultations 
existed even in conservative Britain through the National Economic Develop~ 
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ment Council set up by the Macmillan government. They were well established 
in Belgium, Holland and, of course, Austria. Nevertheless, in the context of 
German politics, the SPD had succeeded in engineering a major shift in 
policy and setting a new agenda. These are not puny results. A key purpose 
of politics is to establish a firm consensus on what is important, on what is 
not, on what must be done, on \vhat must never be done, on what must be 
done first and how it must be done. Actually 'doing it' depends on many 
factors, most of which are outside the control of politicians. As for the 
overall effects of political actions, they are, mostly, unpredictable, in the lap 
of the gods. 

'German' J<eynesianism did not last in its 'pure', Schillerian form. Once 
the recession was over, the Bundesbank resumed its guardianship of a low
inflation Germany. The weakness of the pound and the 1971 devaluation of 
the dollar had produced an inflow of capital into Germany. The Bank 
abandoned its laissezfaire stance and advocated exchange controls, while 
Schiller lined up with those seeking to maintain the free market for capital. 
The SPD had to chose between its economics minister and the Bundesbank. 
It chose the Bank. The move looked 'pro~interventionist' enough to please 
the SPD Left, responsible enough to please the electorate and the FDP, the 
SPD's future ally.103 In reality, it signified an expansion of the powers of the 
Bundesbank, which now effectively controlled the exchange rate as well as 
monetary policy.104 Schiller resigned in July 1972. and was replaced by Helmut 
Schmidt. Schmidt was far less committed to Konzertierte Aktion and preferred 
to influence wages policy through fiscal measures and through a direct 
incomes policy in the public sector. When, in 1977, the DGB withdrew from 
Konzertierte Aktion, the government showed little concern. lOS 

The verdict on Konzertierte Aktion must be that, in practical terms, it was 
a failure. It did not prevent strikes. It did not deter wage increases higher 
than productivity. It did not contribute to the further centralization of the 
trade union movement. However, it compelled the unions to appear 
consensus-seeking and moderate. Not that German trade unions went on 
strike as often or for as long as British or French or Italian trade unions. 
Clearly, this was not the case. In all probability, so-called trade union modera
tion, extolled by employers elsewhere, was the result of the higher German 
wages made possible by higher German rates of growth. 

How did the Grosse Koalition fare in social policy? Many trade unions 
thought that, in exchange for moderation in wage demands, they would 
obtain long-awaited reforms: pension reform, reduction of working hours, 
and improvement in redundancy terms. None of this happened, even though 
the wage increases in 1967 and 1968 were well below productivity.l06 

The situation changed after 1969. The Grosse Koalition was never meant to 
be a permanent coalition. The FDP, which had been excluded from power 
by the entente between the two larger parties, began to stress what it had in 
common with the SPD: a policy of rapprochement with Eastern Europe and 
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the reform of higher education. 107 In the elections of 1969) the CDU-CSU 
remained the largest party with 46. I per cent of the votes; the SPD increased 
to 42.7 per cent; while the PDP, having lost its more conservative supporters 
to the enD, had to be content with 5.8 per cent - just above the 5 per cent 
threshold required for representation in Parliament. This was enough to 
deprive the CDU of a working majority and pave the way for the SPD-PDP 
coalition, with Brandt as chancellor and Walter Scheel, the FDP leader, as 
foreign minister. 

The new coalition embarked on a reform programme. University unrest 
facilitated commencement of a restructuring of all educational institutions. 
Marriage and family law was modernized, sickness benefits improved, family 
allowances reformed, co-determination for workers extended. Between 1969 
and 1975 all social-democratic years expenditure for the three most 
important branches of the social insurance system health, pensions and 
unemployment grew faster than any other significant government outlay. lOB 

On the basis of the 1968 SPD document Perspectives of Social Democratic Politics 
in Transition to the 197os, the SPD-controlled Ministry of Labour produced a 
new pension scheme incorporating flexible retirement age and a host of 
social reforms, including measures to help war veterans and mothers. 109 The 
transportation, education, housing and research budgets were expanded. In 
1965 paid holidays were increased from eighteen days to twenty-four; by 
1982, at the end of the social-democratic era, all West Germans had a right 
to six weeks' paid holidays. 1 10 

Much of this did not break new ground, but 'represented a logical con
tinuation of the course pursued by the Great Coalition and to some extent 
by earlier governments as well'.111 No major social welfare programmes were 
launched. Only in foreign policy, which Brandt prudently presented as the 
continuation of Adenauer's, was a real novelty introduced. 

By 197; Brandt had resigned, following a spy scandal, and the oil shock 
had destroyed one million jobs. The time for social reforms had come and 
gone. Nevertheless, the SPD had demonstrated its ability to govern, thus 
ensuring the continuation of the coalition until the early 19808. However, as 
Table I 1.8 shows, neither in electoral terms nor in length of office did it 
perform significantly better than the British Labour Party at least until the 
Labour Party's electoral collapse of 1983. 

Betw'een 1964 and 1983, the SPD was in power for sixteen years, always 
in coalition, as against the Labour Party's eleven years in office. In the fifty 
years since 1945, each party has been in power for roughly sixteen years. 
Thus the SPD, while relatively more successful in the management of the 
nation's economy, was not much more electorally successful than Labour. 
And when aU is said and done, there can be little doubt that managing the 
West German economy was an easier task than resolving the long-term 
economic problems of the British. 

Labour had not achieved the modernization of the economy, the task it 
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Table I 1.8 Labour Party (UK) and SPD percentage share of the vote, 1964-83 

UK elections: Labour Party W. German elections: SPD 

1964 44. 1 1965 39·3 
1966 48.1 1969 42.·7 
1970 43. 1 1972 45·8 
1974 37·1. 1976 4 2 •6 
1974 39·2. 1980 4 2 .9 

1979 51.0 1983 38.2 

had set for itself. But it had doubled expenditure in the arts and had made 
major progress towards comprehensive schools the basic educational system 
in all civilized, advanced and economically successful societies and a principle 
endorsed by all successive British governments. Furthermore, Labour, in its 
first foray into foreign affairs, established an arms en1bargo against the 
apartheid South African regime, a policy upheld by all its successors - a rare 
instance of the Left establishing a consensus in foreign policy. Labour 
introduced race relations legislation specifically aimed at outlawing racist 
practices, making Britain the first European country to do so and setting 
international standards not reached by others for years to come. Labour 
drafted the first comprehensive legislation establishing the principle of equal 
pay for women, enacted in 1970, to come into force in 1975. 

None of these achievements could disguise the fact that, in the eyes of 
opponents and supporters alike, the 1964-70 Labour governments, unlike 
the 1945 Attlee administrations, had failed to transform society. It was no 
consolation for party activists to hear Roy Jenkins attempting to assuage 
them at a fringe meeting at the 1970 Conference at Blackpool, with the wary 
remark: 'We must not expect a full-scale peaceful revolution every time a 
Labour Government is elected.'112 

How did other socialist parties score in government? A wider comparison 
is virtually impossible because, outside Sweden, no other socialist party was 
in an influential position of power similar to that enjoyed by the British and 
German parties in the second half of the 1960s. When they returned to 
power they were usually 'prisoners' in a coalition with non-socialists in which 
they were se1doo1 the dominant panner. Peripheral Finland was the solitary 
exception: in 1966, for the first time since the 194°5, a communist party 
returned to power in a coalition with the agrarian Centre Party and the 
Social Democratic Party. But, although the Finnish situation was anomalous 
with respect to that of the other Western European countries, the actual 
policy content was hardly exceptional. As elsewhere, the new government 
faced a massive balance of payments crisis. Like Britain, it devalued its 
currency, though by a massive 3 J per cent, in 1967. Like Germany, it promul
gated a Stabilization Plan (March 1968) which restrained wages. 113 
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This further demonstrated that there could not be specific communist 
policies in the governance of liberal democracies. The Finnish Communist 
Party had to choose between behaving like Western social democrats in 
government or 'real' communists in opposition. Predictably, they were divided 
between revisionists and traditionalists. The former, led by Aarne Saarinen 
and Erkki Salomaa, a trade unionist, took over the leadership from the 
traditionalists Aimo Aaltonen and Oiva Lehto. Both wings of the party had 
been in favour of joining the government coalition. tl4 The growing un
popularity of the government strengthened the traditionalists, but what 
apparently split the party was not a question of domestic politics, but of the 
position to adopt over the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. The 
revisionist leadership sided with Western communist parties, such as the 
Italian, condemning the Soviet Union. The result was that at the Party 
Congress held in April 1969 half the delegates walked out, in spite of Soviet 
pressure to find a compromise. ltS Pro-Sovietism was what marked out the 
communist traditionalists from all other political forces in Western Europe. 
In all domestic affairs, these pro-Soviet communists were indistinguishable 
from trade union militants in West European social democratic parties: they 
all espoused 'workerist' positions, rejected stabilization policies and urged a 
return to 'hard' wage bargaining, 

Thus, even the Finnish Left, with its distinct history, operating in the only 
non-communist European country where the overall political consensus 
assumed the necessity of friendly relations with the USSR, could not avoid 
the common problems affecting the rest of the European Left: the same 
divisions, the same economic problems, and the constant clash between the 
requirements of capitalist growth and the ideals of socialist redistribution. 

At the start of the 19608, only the Swedish SAP appeared to be a positive 
model for West European socialism. A few years earlier, Sweden had been 
extolled by Crosland as the nearest approximation to a socialist society. The 
Austrian and German socialist leaders, Bruno Kreisky and Willy Brandt (the 
latter spent his wartime exile in Sweden), had acknowledged the political 
debt they owed the Swedes. Praise even came from more left-wing quarters. 
Sweden's clear stand against US intervention in Vietnam, and its policy of 
granting asylum to US deserters and draft-dodgers, its early concern for the 
plight of the Third World, and its hosting of the pacifist Congress for Peace 
provided Swedish social democracy with 'anti-imperialist' credentials able to 
satisfy many West European communists, as well as the 'dissident' Left within 
mainstream socialist parties. Even the intransigent PCF underwent a brief 
pro-Swedish phase to aid its rapprochement with the socialists: in 1970 a 
French communist journalist, Jacques Arnault, wrote a fair and non-polemical 
account of the achievements of Swedish social democracy, Le Socialisme Suedois, 
published by Editions Sociales, the PCF publishers.116 In fact, Sweden was 
singled out for various purposes. But, like most models, it could not be 
exported. 
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Swedish social-democratic success has several outstanding features: its 
uncanny ability to win elections; its welfare achievements and egalitarian 
outlook; its manifest moderation. The SAP had a distinct advantage: it was 
the overseer of one of the most efficient capitalist economies in the West 
which had turned the Swedes into the richest people in the world. By 196o, 
what was considered the most important piece of Swedish social welfare 
legislation - the pension scheme - was in operation. Its aim was the elimina
tion of poverty after retirement. The connection between poverty and old 
age, a common feature of all advanced economies, was broken for the first 
time. 

Swedish social welfare achievements could not fail to impress even the 
more radical representatives of the Left. One of the editors of the New Left 
Review, a journal whose ideological influence grew with its commitment to 
revolutionary politics, enthused, on his return from a fact-finding tour of 
Sweden, on a (row of benefits with no real equivalent here at all': 

10 day or more holidays for housewives under a certain income with 2 children 
of I 5 or under, for a nominal fee ... free holiday transportation for children up 
to 14 anywhere in Sweden and back; free or fee-paid (according to income) 
domestic help; home furnishing loans up to £200 for the newly married 
removal allowances for the unemployed taking up work in new areas. l17 

The only other socialist party which could emulate the achievements of the 
Swedes was, after 1970, the Austrian SPO. Like Sweden, Austria was a small 
country, with a relatively homogeneous population, unencumbered by the 
requirements of belonging to an international alliance such as NATO. At the 
1970 elections, the SPO, in opposition since 1966, had become the largest 
party, though without an absolute majority; the help of the small Freedom 
Party (the FPO) was obtained in return for a minor electoral reform which 
benefited small parties. The gamble paid off: at the elections of 1971 the 
SPO obtained an absolute majority and was able to rule on its own. The 
J<reisky government rationalized the public sector, especially the steel and 
iron industries, and, on the basis of the Humanprogratlltll of 1969 (discussed 
above), it created a new ministry for health and the environment, promulgated 
penal reform laws, introduced abortion legislation in 1974 (in spite of the 
strength of Catholic feelings and the power of the church), reduced military 
service, cut the age of majority from twenty-one to nineteen, and introduced 
free textbooks in schools. 11B Many of these important yet moderate reforms 
were an extension of previous policies, and much of the legislation was 
passed unanimously in the Nationalrat. 119 

In 1972 Bruno I<reisky launched what he hoped would become a grand 
intellectual debate on the future of social democracy and established a research 
centre, the I<arl Renner Institute, in Vienna. I<reisky put forward the concept 
of (permanent reforms', reforms aimed at modifying the existing system of 
power relations in an irreversible manner. This was similar to Palmiro 
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Togliatti's efforts between 1958 and 1964 to present structural reforms as 
something sharply different from reformists J reforms. It was also a return to 
what had been the central ambition of Austro-Marxism: to develop a way 
out of the traditional dichotomy of (communist) revolution and (social~ 

democratic) reformism. Accordingly, the party became committed to eco
nomic democracy, co-determination in industry and the extension of the 
public sector.120 

In spite of these efforts, Austrian socialism's main success was not the 
transformation of Austrian society, or the establishment of a model welfare 
state (as in Sweden), but the entrenchment of a commitment to full employ
ment which lasted well into the 1980s, after it had been abandoned by much 
of mainstream social democracy. 

Throughout Western Europe, a consensus was emerging in domestic affairs. 
This had a fundamental 'materiaP condition: relatively thriving economies. It 
was this which made possible the pursuit of full employment and social 
welfare. In the field of foreign policy, another consensus emerged: Atlanticism 
and Europeanism. Its foundations were equally 'material': the political organ
ization of international affairs the Cold War - appeared to be the reflection 
of an economic division of the world between successful market economies 
able to generate consumer goods for nearly everyone, and command eco
nomies increasingly directed towards catching up with the former. No one, 
even on the Left, could argue against the prevailing conviction that it was far 
better to model oneself upon the trailblazers than upon the laggards. As is 
often the case, the simplest solutions are the best. Nevertheless, explaining 
the growing foreign policy consenSUSJ the task of the next chapter, may 
require more complex calculation than this. 



CHAPTER TWELVE 

The Establishment of a Foreign 
Policy Consensus 

IN CHAPTER 7 I explored the question why, after the Second World War, 
in the midst of the reconstruction of Western Europe, socialist and social
democratic parties had not developed a 'socialist foreign policy'. With the 
exception of Germany and Italy, all had followed a 'national' or consensual 
foreign policy, neutral if their state was committed to neutrality (Sweden and 
Austria), otherwise aligned with 'the \X'est' - that is, the Atlantic Alliance. 

In the western half of divided Germany there had been no consensus. 
The SPD followed a national policy of reunification incompatible with the 
CDU's 'western' policy. The SPD had opted for neutrality on 'national' not 
'socialise grounds, because it believed that this was the best strategy for 
achieving German unification. By 1960 the SPD had reversed this policy and 
accepted NATO, thus opting for a bi-partisan foreign policy on the CDU's 
terms, 

In Italy the Socialist Party - like the SPD - had initially embraced 
neutralism, aligning itself with its communist partner in what was the equi
valent of a pro-Soviet policy. In the 1960s, it too, like the SPD, reversed this 
policy in favour of Atlanticism, 

Neutralis111 remained the policy only of those socialist parties operating in 
countries which were neutral anyway, such as Sweden, Austria and Switzerland. 
Elsewhere, once neutralism had been defeated, what else could be the basis 
of a socialist foreign policy? Pacifism? Solidarity with the Third World? 
European integration? 

By the early 19605, nuclear disarmament, the modern form of pacifism, 
had been comprehensively repudiated by the leadership of the Left in the 
on.ly two countries where there had been a serious mass moven1ent backing 
it, Britain and Germany. In France an atomic armalnents programme had 
been developed in the 19 50S with the full co-operation of the socialists, as 
had been the case with Britain in the 19408. The PCF opposed the programme 
only because it was targeted against the USSR. 

Colonial empires were being more or less reluctantly disbanded without a 
coherent plan and regardless of socialist pressures. Pragmatic policies, rather 
than ideology, had been the dominant factor behind the British withdrawal 
from India; military defeat underlay the French evacuation from Indo-China. 
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Far from being in the vanguard of de-colonization) the French socialists 
resisted in Algeria and resorted to old-fashioned gunboat diplomacy in Egypt 
over Suez. 

European integration, initiated by conservatives in Germany, France and 
Italy, provoked a response from the Left which ranged from the unenthusiastic 
to the downright hostile. 

By the beginning of the 19605, the elusive concept of a 'socialist foreign 
policy" had become even more vague. No doubt minority tendencies within 
each of the main parties of the Left thought they understood the nature of 
the beast: a socialist foreign policy was anti-Atlantic and in favour of non
alignment; it meant being on the side of decolonizaclon and of all movements 
fighting for it, irrespective of the degree of communist influence exercised 
within them; it also meant being against all military or one-party dictatorships 
in the Third World which persecuted the Left and were supported by the 
USA. These leftist factions, which were usually neither communist nor stooges 
of Moscow, suffered an affliction: their policies, with rare exceptions, 
encountered the unconditional approval of the USSR. 

There were at least two reasons why this could not be ignored. First, 
being associated with the USSR was deeply unpopular and led many voters 
to assume that the socialism advocated by this left-within-the~Left was, in 
the final analysis, not so different from the command economy overseeing 
the destinies of a quarter of humanity, from Vladivostock to Canton, from 
Prague to Ulan Bator. Second, policies never exist in a vacuum, never have 
a life of their own separated from the context which gives them meaning. 
This context was the Cold War and the division of the world. This, inevitably, 
was the fundamental framework for, and hence the fundamental constraint 
on, all foreign policy, including any hypothetical socialist variant. The fact 
that the Soviet Union did support many 'just' causes throughout the \vorld 
obviously did not mean that these causes became less just. It meant that 
supporting them had repercussions wider than the issue itself. No one can 
ignore, in the name of principle, the effects of their policies. 

To ask what a socialist foreign policy should be presupposes the possibility 
of distinguishing between what is impeccably socialist and what is not. The 
question harks back to a mythical period of uncomplicated politics where 
there was no grey in the sky, only black and white, day and night. This was 
never the case, especially for the socialist movement which had condemned 
war vociferously before 1914, when the world was at peace, and which turned 
to support the war when conflict erupted. There never was a period in which 
one could point to a socialist policy which simultaneously fulfilled two criteria: 
that it united all (or most) socialists and was clearly demarcated from non
socialist policies. 

I have already alluded in the conclusion of chapter 4 to the fact that one 
of the fundamental paradoxes facing the non~communist Left was that it 
could not be neutral between the socialist East and the capitalist West. It had 
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to condemn the authoritarian East, where the only existing form of socialism 
was to be found, and support the liberal West, where capitalism was triumph
ant. The form of government prevailing under the aegis of the Soviet system 
was completely inin1ical to Western socialism. The one-party state was not 
the appropriate political shell for the flowering of democratic socialism. What 
was required was precisely the institutional political system of liberal demo
cracy which prevailed only where capitalism was at its most developed. Under 
the American umbrella, it was perfectly possible to be a socialist, win elections 
and form governments. Under the same umbrella, however, it might prove 
to be impossible to abolish capitalism. Where capitalism had been abolished, 
however, there was no democratic socialism. 

By 196o, no socialist party seriously contemplated the abolition of 
capitalism in the foreseeable future; thus, commitment to 'the WesC was 
absolute. In these circumstances it was virtually impossible to develop a 
'socialist foreign policy'. The Left could never hope to match the Right on 
the terrain of anti-Sovietism. There were no compelling reasons for socialists 
to adopt pro-Sovietism, the prerogative of the communists. Non-alignment, 
the favoured third foreign policy option of many on the Left, required, for 
its implementation, conditions beyond the will of any single political patty. 
It could be adopted only if particular geopolitical and historical circumstances 
prevailed, as in Finland, Sweden or Austria. There a neutral foreign policy 
co-existed perfectly well with a 'Western' economic and political system. 
Neutrality was highly popular with public opinion. It offered an ideal mix of 
consumer capitalism and a high-minded attitude in international affairs. It 
demonstrated that it was perfectly possible contrary to a peculiar English 
saying - to have one's cake and eat it. This was so even in Austria which, 
unlike Sweden and Switzerland, had no tradition of neutrality and had been 
an- active participant in most European wars. In 1973 an opinion poll revealed 
that 90 per cent of the population thought that there were more advantages 
than disadvantages in being neutral.! 

Only one definition, and a tautologically vague one at that, could be used 
to describe a socialist foreign policy in a way which would satisfy most 
socialists: any policy conducive to an international framework more propitious 
for the development of socialism than the current situation. 

The ending of the Cold War was considered to be just that kind of 
favourable international framework. It was generally assumed on the Left, 
and hardly questioned, that this would bring about a safer world system 
because it would end the nuclear escalation between the two superpowers. It 
would terminate the constant transformation of local disputes in the four 
corners of the globe into microcosms of the East-West confrontation. It 
would permit the softening of the repressive apparatus of the 'socialist' 
countries, leading, in the fullness of time, to internal reforms and, finally, to 
the end of the unfortunate but inevitable connection between the word 
'socialism' and the unmitigated crucifixion of civil liberties in the East. The 
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conclusion of the Cold War would permit a reduction of expenditure on 
defence and permit more spending on social reforms. Finally, it would deprive 
the warmongering Right of one of its best electoral cards. In the event, the 
end of the Cold War did not turn out as socialists expected. Saluted by the 
guns of free market capitalism, it appeared to represent the final nail in the 
coffin of all dreams of socialism, democratic or not. Whether this will also 
be the verdict of posterity we cannot tell. 

The end of the Cold War leaves the central argument unaltered: if a 
socialist foreign policy is to be defined inductively - that is, by deriving it 
from the actual practices of socialist parties - then detente, international 
relaxation and the aim of ending the Cold War constitute its fundamental 
underpinnings. Indeed, many social~democratic leaders, such as the Austrian 
Bruno I<reisky, held the view that social democracy could be achieved only 
under conditions of detente.2 Stated as a general goal, however, detente 
provided no clear guidelines for practical statecraft. Some pursued detente 
while arming themselves to the teeth, arguing that detente went hand in 
hand with deterrence. Others pleaded that only a non-aligned posture would 
create a favourable climate for detente. American and Soviet decision-makers 
understood detente as a situation in which local problems could be resolved 
through agreement between themselves. Others argued that bipolarism was 
itself the main problem and that multipolarism was the real purpose of 
detente. It is this last argument which is more in harmony with the grand 
goal of terminating the Cold War. A detente which froze the existing power 
relations between the superpowers, which carved up Europe and the rest of 
the globe into spheres of influence, and which constrained popular self
determination within the requirements of the national interests of the USSR 
and the USA, preserved the situation of undeclared warfare between East 
and West. 

A policy which treated the power blocs as undesirable and temporary 
necessities to be phased out eventually was, ultimately, the only realistic goal 
for the forces of the Left, in Europe and elsewhere. Most, though not all, 
socialist and social-democratic parties, and many West European communist 
parties remained committed in principle, albeit in varying degrees, to this 
foreign policy. Some pursued it seriously in words and deeds. Others were 
content with merely enunciating it, while allowing themselves to be carried 
along by the flow of events, unwilling or unable to influence anything. 

Foreign policy is the most constraining form of policy~making. The oppos
ite appears to be the case, perhaps because it is frequently reported in highly 
personalized terms. Heads of state and government meet, stage summits, 
agree or disagree, make declarations, adopt positions, hold frank exchanges 
of views, send troops, withdraw them, sign treaties, move incessantly around 
the world, fly in supersonic planes, descend fron1 helicopters, have banquets 
in exotic surroundings, are escorted in fast cars, and believe they make history. 
The journalists who follow them share in this excitement and legitimize this 
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charade in written comments and televisual images. Observers and practi
tioners usually agree on this one point: foreign policy can be a wonderfully 
enjoyable form of political activity. This feeling of freedom from constraints 
is augmented by the fact that, in foreign policy, parliaments have little power 
and domestic opinion is often of marginal importance. A few salient foreign 
policy acts, usually of a spectacular kind, can be used to substantiate these 
impressions of personal power in action: John F. I(ennedy's blockade of 
Cuba in October 1962; the 'ping-pong' diplomacy towards the USA initiated 
by Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai in 1971; Anwar Sadat's visit to Israel in 
November 1977; the signing of the agreement between the Palestinians and 
Israelis on the lawn of the White House in September 1993 (carefully prepared 
by sensibly secret negotiations in Norway). These indisputably historical events 
are inseparable from the personalities who initiated them. Otherwise, the 
enormous burden of tradition, size, resources and geography weighs massively 
on the shoulders of all aspiring Talleyrands. Small countries with narrow 
interests can seldom playa role in the complex game of international diplo
macy - except as a mediator. Some, such as Austria or Sweden, have great 
freedom to set an independent course on a wide range of issues, but this is 
because they count for very little. The USA could tolerate, albeit grudgingly, 
a Swedish government condemning their intervention in Vietnam because, in 
the final analysis, Sweden did not matter. It was mentioned only once in 
Henry I<issinger's 1,521 pages of memoirs, The White House Years. On the 
other hand, the US \vould have put enormous pressure on West Germany or 
even Italy had either tried to follow the Swedish path. It is, of course, 
dangerous to generalize: the instance of Israel's relation to the USA points 
to the possibility of small countries bullying big ones, of a client-state regularly 
biting the hand that feeds it. 

The attitude towards the war in Vietnam illustrates the question of con
straints. That the USA had blundered into Vietnam without a strategy or a 
clearly articulated goal; that the war, irrespective of the strong moral case 
against it, was a colossal mistake; and that it could not be won - these had 
become clear by 1968 even to Washington. Lyndon B. Johnson had decided 
not to seek re-election and his successor, Richard Nixon, realized that his 
main task was to extricate the USA from an unwinnable war. Unencumbered 
by Atlanticist ideology, as early as 1967, de Gaulle patiently explained to 
Harold Wilson that Ho Chi+Minh and the North Vietnamese would never 
yield because the future of their country was at stake; that the war would go 
on until the Americans left; that there was no purpose in further US escala
tion; that it was 'the greatest absurdity of the twentieth century'.3 

In Sweden social democrats were overtly in sympathy with this position. 
On I 5 November 1969, at an anti-war demonstration organized by the 
Swedish Vietnam Committee, the representative of the Social Democratic 
Party, Sten Andersson, declared: 'we support the National Liberation front 
... we conden111 the meaningless war of the USA.'4 Communists everywhere 
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predictably felt no reluctance over criticizing the Americans. Students and 
other left-wing activists found in Vietnam a cause which united them just as 
much as the defence of the Spanish Republic had united their predecessors 
in the 19305. Most activists in social-democratic parties throughout Europe, 
including the pro-American British Labour Party and German SPD, grew 
increasingly outraged at American involvement. 

Nevertheless, pro-NATO socialists, along with a motley crowd of pro
fessional anti-communists and cold warriors, blindly defended American 
intervention even as the last CIA agent was boarding the last helicopter out 
of Saigon in 1975. The leadership of the socialist and social-democratic parties 
in NATO countries remained unswervingly loyal to the USA. They abstained 
from criticism, tried to mediate, as in the case of Harold Wilson, but did 
little else. Their abdication from international politics was complete. All were 
convinced that there was nothing they could do. 

In the Cold War eta of bipolatism, international diplomacy was mainly the 
business of the two superpowers, while growing economic interdependence 
had seriously narrowed foreign policy options for most countries. In Europe 
small countries, restricted by formal treaties, such as Belgium or Holland, 
stuck to their tried and tested Atlanticist Europeanism - an unassailable 
consensus to which all parties adhered. Italy followed a similar trajectory: 
once the twin pillars of its foreign policy - the European Community and 
the NATO alliance - were established, its foreign office could switch to 
automatic pilot and refrain from needless exertion. The PCl did not have 
this option and developed the most independent foreign policy of any 
communist party in the West a policy I shall examine in detail alongside 
that of the Left in the three remaining middle-sized Western European 
powers, France, Great Britain and West Germany. 

In France, de Gaulle was able and willing to manoeuvre himself into a 
distinctive independent position causing, as we shall see, considerable per~ 
plexity on the Left. In Britain, the Labour governments of 1964-70 remained 
anchored to a pristine pro-American policy. Their main foreign policy pre
occupations were with trying to resolve the Rhodesian problem, an imperial 
remnant, and with convincing de Gaulle to let Britain into the EEC. Both 
policies were unsuccessful. At first the Labour government was determined 
to maintain what was called an 'East of Suez' role, that is, a presence in the 
Indian Ocean area and the Far East. As Wilson remarked, 'our frontiers are 
in the Himalayas' - a claim which, it has been pointed out, sounded less 
asinine at the time than it does now.s 

While these commitments were loudly proclaimed, the arsenal with which 
they could be upheld - ships, planes and guns was depleted or allowed to 
become obsolete. Military spending was slashed, programmes cancelled, 
cheaper American substitutes bought. In July 1967, the government an~ 
nounced that British forces would withdraw from Singapore and Malaysia by 
the mid- I 970S.6 This unheralded recognition that Britain had to abandon an 
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international military role was arrived at grudgingly, though Labour in
congruously maintained an 'independent' nuclear defence system. Harold 
Wilson, replying to left-wing critics and some pro-Europeans who were united 
in their insistence on a 010re radical withdrawal, declared: 'Perhaps there are 
some members who would like to contract out and leave it to the Americans 
and Chinese, eyeball to eyeball, to face this thing out. The world is too small 
for that kind of attitude today.'7 Nevertheless, after the devaluation of 1967, 
things were really left to the Americans and the Chinese, as a new round of 
cuts was imposed by an alliance of pro-Europeans such as Roy Jenkins and 
left-wingers such as Crossman and Castle, supported by Wilson. 

Britain's foreign policy could not yet be separated from the question of 
imperial remains. Germany's peculiarity was that its most obvious unresolved 
'domestic' problem, the reunification of the country, was also a major inter
national issue. Its own status of 'economic giant but political dwarf' did not 
prevent the SPD leadership from developing a complex strategy for the 
relative normalization of relations between the two German states and the 
pursuit of detente. With its 'eastern policy' or Ostpolitik, the SPD demon
strated that it was possible, with skill and flair, to follow an innovative course 
in foreign policy in the interests of all. The SPD succeeded where most of 
the West European Left failed: it linked the national interest to the cause of 
detente, the closest approximation to a 'socialist' foreign policy. The magnitude 
of this exploit can be accurately measured: for the first and only time since 
1945, a party of the Left had successfully changed the foreign policy agenda 
of its country, imposed these changes, irreversibly, on its domestic opponents, 
while obtaining praise and consent from both East and West. Ostpolitik was 
an internationally acceptable German foreign policy, a rare phenomenon in 
a century in which Germany had twice unleashed a major European war. 
The SPD had redefined the national interest an ideological construct and 
not an objective fact in a direction which coincided with an international 
relaxation of tension, thus obtaining considerable domestic and international 
support. In a predictably ill-advised reflexive spasm, the CDU at first opposed 
Ostpolitik, then accepted it while in opposition, and finally pursued it vigor
ously when in government after 1982.. Ostpolitik, the main achievement of 
German social democracy (perhaps its only achievement), had become the 
common patrimony of all German parties. Elsewhere in the West, the foreign 
policy agenda was always established by the Right, with the Left, sooner or 
later, complying. 

Why did the SPD pursue Ostpolitik? What did it consist of? We noted 
that its previous policy of neutralism, aimed at achieving national reunification, 
had been repudiated in 1960 (Wehner's famolls speech of 1960: see chapter 
9). The SPD therefore found itself without a distinctive foreign policy. It 
could, of course, simply have adopted the Western-oriented Atlanticist/ 
Europeanist platform of Adenauer's CDU. It did not do so for two reasons. 
In the first place, the SPD had abandoned its policy of neutralism, but not 
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entirely the purpose behind it: German reunification. Adenauer's Western 
policy pointed to a future with a permanently divided Germany. To accept 
it would mean abandoning reunification. In the second place, after Bad 
Godesberg, the SPD had already accepted much of the CDU's social market 
domestic agenda. To do the same with foreign policy would make the SPD 
indistinguishable from the cnu, not a condition an opposition aspiring to 
power could endure for long. In the short term, however, a toning down of 
differences worked to the SPD's advantage. Indeed, by 1966, the gap between 
the two parties had closed sufficiently to enable them to form a coalition 
government and to proceed towards the first stages of Ostpolitik by estab
lishing diplomatic relations with Yugoslavia and Romania in 1967. 

The origin of the SPD's Ostpolitik can be traced to the period 1961-63, 
after the erection of the Berlin Wall in August 1961. Willy Brandt was then 
mayor of West Berlin, heading a coalition which included the CDU and the 
FDP. As mayor he had to conduct negotiations with the East German 
authorities, hold discussions with the representatives of the three occupying 
Western powers (especially the Americans), and be fully conversant with 
matters of international diplomacy - skills not normally required of local 
politicians in other cities. Advised by Egon Baht, and supported by Fritz 
Erler, leader of the SPD parliamentary group and a security specialist, Brandt 
actively supported John F. I(ennedy, who projected a new, mote flexible 
image of US foreign policy and who clearly intended to press for detente 
despite the division of Germany. During I(ennedy's famous visit to Berlin, 
the media could not fail to underline the apparent similarities between 
Kennedy and Brandt, including their youthful good looks. Brandt came to be 
seen as the German Kennedy.8 By 1969, Brandt's portrait was used on 
postcards, campaign buttons and television spots. American~style campaigning 
was beginning to have an impact in Europe: in Germany both parties had 
staff members who had been in the USA for the 1968 presidential elections 
and who attempted to transfer some of the techniques to the 1969 German 
elections.9 

As in Italy, with the entry of the Socialist Party into the ruling coalition 
in 1962.) in Germany too it was felt necessary to obtain Washington's seal of 
approval. The task was easier for Brandt than for the Italian socialists, since 
he was able to exploit the friction developing between the USA and Adenauer. 
The cause of this was Adenauer's friendship with de Gaulle, sanctioned by 
the Franco-German Treaty of 196;. Adenauet disliked de Gaulle's overtures 
to the USSR, but condoned them because he feared that detente, if left to 
the two superpowers, would result in a deal being reached at the expense of 
Germany. Also to Brandt's advantage was the split within the CDU between 
Erhard, who led the anti-Gaullist faction, and Adenauer. CDU divisions 
continued even after Erhard had become the Chancellor, for he remained at 
odds on foreign policy with Franz-Josef Strauss, the leader of the Bavarian 
sister-party of the COO, the CSU.lO There is little doubt that Brandt under-
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stood perfectly well that in order to adopt a more independent German 
policy, which is what Ostpolitik aimed to be, he had to appear the most 
'American' German politician. He chose a series of lectures at Harvard in 
1962 (The Ordeal of Co-Existence) to argue for the end of a policy of con
frontation. 11 He followed this by declaring that he was ready to accept an 
invitation by I<hrushchev to visit the USSR. Forced to decline by the West 
Berlin CDU, he broke the Berlin tradition of grand coalition government 
and formed a new coalition with the FDP after the elections of spring 
1963,12 In 1966 Brandt explained that German influence in Europe could 
increase only if it contributed towards a reduction of tension. 13 

In foreign policy the CDU was far from opposed to seeking a rap
prochement with the USSR. Adenauer's policy towards the East was not as 
rigid as it is sometimes made out.14 What Adenauer could not countenance 
was the idea of treating the East German regime as an acceptable partner 
with whom a deal could be made. The CDU's guiding principle in its own 
Ostpolitik was that the Federal Republic represented the whole of Germany 
(Alleinvertretlll1gsansprtlch), and that the USSR had to grant the Germans living 
in the East the right to free elections. 15 Only then could there be a rapproche
ment with the USSR. For Adenauer and his CD U successors, progress on 
the German question was a precondition of detente, not the key to it. The 
post- I 969 Brandt government was willing to reverse this: detente came first. 
This was the basis of the new SPD-style Ostpolitik. On this terrain the SPD 
and the Liberals of the FDP had much in common, though they disagreed 
on domestic policy.16 

It has been argued that Ostpolitik was successful because it served a 
number of purposes in domestic politics. It gave the FDP a solid reason to 
change coalition partners and return to government. Under the influence of 
the reformers Wolfgang Schollwer and Walter Scheel, the FDP, which had 
lost conservative voters to the CDU and the far Right, softened its anti
communism and became receptive to an opening to the East." By January 
1969, while still in opposition, the FDP submitted a plan for a treaty with 
the DDR which was included in the party's electoral platform. 18 Ostpolitik 
thus provided the new SPD-FPD coalition, established at the end of I 969~ 

with a field for bold initiatives in foreign policy, where it was less fettered 
by its narrow parliamentary majority, while remaining cautious in domestic 
policies, where there was less internal governmental consensus. 19 Finally, the 
abandonment of German reunification as a possibility in the short term \vas 
made possible by changes in public opinion. Until 1964, reunification was 
the most salient 'foreign' affairs issue, with 4 I per cent of respondents 
regarding it as 'the most important question facing Germany today'. By the 
late 1960s the economy was perceived as lnore itnportant, and a general 
anxiety concerning Gernlany's probable obliteration in case of a world conflict 
was of central relevance to the e1ectorate.20 From the electoral point of view, 
Ostpolitik paid off handson1ely: at the first elections follo\.ving the Eastern 
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treaties, the SPD emerged as the strongest party in the country, with 45.8 per 
cent of the vote against the eDU's 44.9 per cent - the only time in post
war German history it achieved this feat. 

Domestic considerations, however, are not sufficient to explain the factors 
leading to the success of Ostpolitik. International circumstances were uniquely 
favourable. It would have been impossible for Bonn to deal directly with the 
Soviet Union without An1erican consent. I<issinger attempted to exercise 
some control out of fear that Brandt might become over-dependent on the 
USSR, but the US realized that the most intelligent contribution they could 
make would be to accept the role of unenthusiastic spectators: 

Brandt did his part in assuaging anxiety by keeping in close touch. To be sure, the 
new German government informed rather than consulted. They reported pro· 
gress; they did not solicit advice. But this was also what we preferred. The last 
thing we wanted was to be held responsible for German negotiating positions 
that were turning into a bitter domestic issue in West Germany.21 

In effect this was the ideal form of support. Too close an American involve
"ment would have reduced the Germans, once again, to passive onlookers of 
decisions affecting their destiny. Had the USA and the other NATO allies 
not been consulted regularly, Ostpolitik could have been seen as yet further 
evidence of German unreliability and of the SPD's recurring neutralist tempta
tions. The SPD could not have conducted its own. Ostpolitik had it not 
accepted NATO unconditionally. Thus, the abandonment of neutralism, which 
could have been taken as a move to the Right, turned out to be one of the 
essential preconditions for a move to the Left. 

In practical terms, Ostpolitik amounted to the treaties signed by the Federal 
Republic with the USSR (August 1970), with Poland (December 1970), with 
the DDR (the Basic Treaty of 1972.) and with Czechoslovakia (1973), as well 
as the Quadripartite Agreement on Berlin in 197 I. The first of these treaties, 
that with the USSR, made everything else possible. By ratifying it, West 
Germany accepted all existing European frontiers, including the Oder-Neisse 
line between Poland and the DDR, and the frontier between the Federal 
Republic and the German Democratic Republic. In effect, the SPD had 
signed the equivalent of the peace treaty of the Second World War but, 
unlike the Versailles Treaty of 19 19, which it had also underwritten, this one 
attracted no serious right-wing remonstrance, no nationalist cry of 'stab in 
the back'. This time the SPD had acted, and appeared to act, as the party 
of the German nation, while pursuing a policy which was in the interests of 
all. Brandt had seen this with remarkable lucidity before 1968: 

Germany has an interest in detente - for general, European, and national reasons. 
Here we are in accord not only with our allies ... but with almost everyone. Here 
we join with the nations and governments of the uncommitted world. Here 
interests we have in common with the Communist-governed states also come to 
light in spite of some polemics.22 
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What did these treaties achieve? They established a framework for 
negotiations bet\Veen NATO and the Warsaw Pact. As Wolfram Hanrieder 
explained, they 'became an important ingredient in an intricate set of dealings 
between and within the t\Vo alliances, cutting across several kinds of issues 
... in which all parties involved sought to maximize their gains while hedging 
against possible losses.'23 They stabilized the situation in West Berlin, whose 
special ties with the Federal Republic were now recognized by the USSR. 
They gave West Berliners the right (suspended following the erection of the 
Wall) to visit their relatives in East Berlin. The Eastern treaties brought into 
being by Ostpolitik were the signal for an expansion of trade and economic 
co-operation. This enabled West Germany to achieve an unbridgeable lead 
in Eastern markets well before the I990s, when they unexpectedly became 
wide open to Western penetration. Ostpolitik gave the green light for the 
opening of the Helsinki talks under the auspices of the CSCE (Conference 
on Security and Co-operation in Europe), the first instance of multilateral 
East-\Vest diplomacy.24 Ostpolitik greatly increased the freedom of action of 
the Federal Republic vis-a-vis its allies in the West who, until then, always 
had the option, during negotiations, of hinting that they could seek an 
improvement in their own relations with the DDR independently of the 
FRG. After the recognition of East Germany, such blackmail among friends 
could no longer take place.25 

Detente was not a finite goal, but a process susceptible to varying in
terpretations. As far as the USSR was concerned, the purpose of Ostpolitik 
was to validate the status quo in Europe, entrenching its own sphere of 
influence. The SPD had a quite different, dynamic conception of detente, 
entailing the overcoming of the rigid logic of the power blocs which had 
hitherto prevailed. The SPD hoped that a closer relationship would develop 
between the FRG and the DDR, that an entire network of economic, social, 
cultural as well as political transactions would emerge between Bonn and the 
other countries of Central and Eastern Europe. This did not occur on the 
expected scale. Relations remained politically limited. It was not in Moscow's 
interest, nor perhaps was it in Washington's, to promote or facilitate anything 
that might lessen the cohesion of the Warsaw Pact and the division of Europe. 

Was Ostpolitik successful? If the aim was to lead to the removal of the 
power blocs in Europe, it was a failure. If, more modestly, it sought to 
contribute to detente, it was highly successful. Not much more could have 
been done by a political party such as the SPD, in coalition with liberals, and, 
with them, joint holders of a slim parliamentary majority facing the compact 
ranks of the CDU/CSU. The keys to the destiny of Europe were to be found 
in Moscow and Washington, not in Bonn, London or, notwithstanding de 
Gaulle, Paris. Nevertheless, Brandt never thought that delegation to the 
superpowers was the way forward for German foreign policy, even though 
he wrote that the security of Western Europe 'rests ultimately on the trust
worthiness of the American commitment', while acknowledging that de Gaulle, 
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'in his own way is utilizing the political freedom of movement that has been 
won by the nuclear stalemate of the world powers'.26 

It may appear as if the first phase of Ostpolitik (1967-71) had occurred 
at a most inauspicious time. The Soviet armed repression of the reformist 
Czechoslovak communists in 1968, and the constant military escalation of 
the USA in Vietnam, might be taken as aspects of the increasing bipolarity 
of the world. In reality, the opposite was the case. The 19608 witnessed the 
first systematic assaults on the rigidly bipolar US-USSR world condominium. 
In Asia the Chinese People's Republic was pursuing an independent foreign 
policy course after years of subservience to the USSR, and was acquiring its 
own nuclear weapons. In Europe, de Gaulle was emancipating France from 
too close an American embrace, while Britain was taking its first faltering 
steps towards the EEC. In Central Europe the Prague Spring, though 
ultimately unsuccessful, highlighted the presence of an exceptionally strong 
impulse for reform within communism. The most clear-sighted exponents of 
communism, Dubcek in Czechoslovakia and Togliatti and his successor Enrico 
Berlinguer in Italy, had become the champions of 'reform Communism' (later 
'Eurocommunism'), by seeking some form of disengagement from Moscow. 
Even Romania, while maintaining unaltered the authoritarian structures of its 
despotic state, was following its own independent foreign policy by refusing 
to join the other Warsaw Pact forces in invading Czechoslovakia, and by 
welcoming Nixon in August 1969. 

This new situation had been recognized, quite openly, by the USA. On 18 
February 1970, Richard Nixon sent the US Congress a 40,ooo-word report, 
United States Foreign Policy for the 1910S: A New Strategy for Peace, which he 
described - with characteristic humility - as 'the most comprehensive 
statement on US foreign policy ever made this century', and which the US 
press dubbed a 'State of the World' address. 27 This report explained that a 
monolithic communist movement no longer existed; that the allies of the US 
would have to rely more on their own forces for their defence; that the end 
of the American nuclear monopoly had created a situation in which both 
sides could inflict unacceptable damage, no matter which struck first. The 
'Nixon Doctrine', first outlined at Guam (25 July 1969), was now restated: 
the USA would no longer singlehandedly undertake the defence of the free 
world.28 

The developing 'polycentric' nature of the world was thus increasingly 
recognized everywhere, except perhaps in Moscow. The pioneers of poly
centrism had been the founders of the non~aligned movement, Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, Jawaharlal Nehru and Josip Broz Tito. In the West European Left 
the chief proponent of this trend was the PCl. We have noted in chapter 10 

that, as early as 1956, Togliatti had eagerly anticipated the development of a 
polycentric communist world which would no longer be subject to a single 
hegemonic leadership. At first rebuffed by the USSR, he saw a new oppor
tunity in the development of the EEC and the schism between China and 
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the USSR. Although in complete disagreement with the Chinese communists, 
who had attacked him directly before starting their open polemic with 
Moscow/9 Togliatti rejected all Soviet attempts to convene an international 
communist conference whose purpose would have been the excommunication 
of China from the international movement and the reaffirmation of Soviet 
leadership. 30 A few months later, in what turned out to be his last work, a 
memorandum written a few days before his death in August 1964 in Yalta 
and addressed to Khrushchev, he advocated an overall rethinking of major 
questions, from democratic planning to civil liberties: 

It is not right to speak of the Socialist countries (and even of the Soviet Union) 
as if everything always went well in them ... In actual in all the Socialist 
countries, difficulties, contradictions and new problems, which must be presented 
in their effective reality, are arising all the time. 31 

The most relevant step suggested was an institutionalization, through meetings 
and discussions, of 'the different sectors of our movement, Western Europe, 
Latin America, the Third World ... People's Democracies, etc.,)2 The Yalta 
memorandum, though originally highly confidential, was quickly published 
by the PCl in its weekly journal and presented, as the years went by, as the 
manifesto of polycentrism. A close reading of the document shows this to 
be an exaggeration.33 The point, however, is that Togliatti 'laid down the 
procedural ground rules for the new internationalism that his successors, 
Luigi Longo and Berlinguer, would pursue within and beyond the Communist 
movement'.34 On the basis of the etnbryonic polycentrism contained in the 
memorandum, the PCI continued its practice of condemning Soviet cultural 
and religious policies and was - among communists - the most vociferous 
critic of the Soviet intervention in Czechoslovakia.35 To the great irritation of 
the CPSU, the Moscow Conference of 1965, which was supposed to prepare 
an international gathering for the condemnation of the Chinese, ended with 
success for the PCI: the proposed meeting was postponed indefinitely. Instead, 
a conference of communist parties held in Moscow in June 1969 produced 
a final communique which accepted the demands of the PCI: it was non
binding on the participants and did not criticize the Chinese. For good 
measure, the PCI refused to sign even this document. Thus, while avoiding 
op'en rupture with Moscow, the pel was able to restrain the CPSU, an 
unusual feat of diplomacy for a powerless opposition party,3D 

The most important foreign policy initiative of the PCI in this period, 
however, was achieved by acting secretly, as the chief mediator in the process 
of Ostpolitik between the SPD and the DDR. In 1967 Sergio Segre, foreign 
policy adviser to the pel leader, Luigi Longo, acted as an intermediary 
between the DDR and the SPD during the entire first phase of Ostpolitik, 
thus contributing to a key phase of international detente. The PCl thus 
established useful contacts with a powerful European social-democratic party, 
earned its gratitude, succeeded in persuading the SPD to lift the ban on the 
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West German Communist Party (though on condition, for legal reasons, that 
the name be changed from KPD, Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands, to 
DKP, Deutsche Kommunistische Partei), and, by judicious leaking of details 
concerning its good offices, was able to present itself convincingly as a 
Western party able to pursue a responsible foreign policy. 37 

Meanwhile, under the influence of Giorgio Amendola, one of its leading 
reformists, the PCI abandoned its opposition to the European Community. 
As early as March 1962, Amendola had criticized the PCl's overestimate of 
the economic difficulties the EEC would cause Italy. He pointed out that the 
EEC had brought about technical progress and modernization . .38 The basis 
for the European policy of the Italian Communist Party had been established 
more than ten years before the birth of 'Eutocommunism'.39 

In May 1966, the PCl's representative at the West European communist 
conference, held in Vienna, recognized that a new situation of economic 
interdependence had been reached in Western Europe, and that the simplistic 
condemnation and rejection of European integration was an unrealistic 
position to which 'for too long some sectors of the European working class 
have remained attached'.40 In March 1969 the first Italian communist MPs 
joined the European Parliament. The ambitious goal was a revision of the 
Treaty of Rome, the phasing out of the two power blocs, and the affirmation 
of European autonomy. All this was to be achieved through the unity of the 
European Left, including the social-democratic parties.41 

Though the PCl's conception of Europe was anti-Atlantic,42 the Italian 
communists had now joined the pro-EEC consensus of the main parties of 
the Left in the member-states of the Community. The main exception 
remained the peF. Even this party, however, had begun to change its position 
under pressure from its Italian comrades and the French socialists. Longo 
tried to involve the PCF in a joint initiative towards the EEC in successive 
meetings bet\Veen the two parties in Geneva (1965) and San Remo (1966). At 
that time the PCF was going through one of its periodic bouts of political 
innovation. The new leader, Waldeck Rochet, was cautiously trying to change 
a party left unreformed by his predecessor, Maurice Thorez. This was not an 
easy task: Waldeck Rochet was surrounded by an old guard busily grooming 
their own candidate for the eventual succession, Georges Marc~ais.43 Never
theless, son1e timid advances were made in the direction of a less anti-EEe 
policy, mainly because the sought-after alliance with the socialists required 
them. 

A new tone found its way into the pages of the PCF's official theoretical 
journal Cahiers dtl communisme: in April 1966 it printed an article calling for 
'unity with the socialists on the issue of Europe;44 a few months previously, 
it had published a reasonably objective explanation of the workings and 
development of the BEe, replete with useful data rejecting any autarchic 
economic strategy.45 Browsing through the journal, one could even encounter 
a surprising distinction between Jean Monnet (until recently, regarded as a 
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creature of European technocratic neo-capitalism) and Jean Lecanuet, the 
anti-Gaullist leader of the Christian Democrats: the former was praised for 
his recognition that the USSR was a force for peace and for his advocacy of 
detente; the second damned because of his repeated warnings of the need 
for eternal nuclear vigilance against the East. 46 Even more surprising was the 
conclusion, which admitted that in 'our new era' one could no longer develop 
an economic policy limited to the national fran1ework, and that, though it 
'would be unrealistic to deny the permanency of the national fact') the party 
now advocated 'a common European policy of the Left'.47 

The PCF's flexibility on Europe never extended to embracing European 
integration. It accepted the EEC as a fact of life and no longer wished 
France to withdraw from it, but remained opposed to direct elections to the 
European Parliament, hostile to any extension of its powers, committed to 
defending national sovereignty, and convinced that any further integration 
would strengthen the powers of multinational companies.48 On all these points 
the PCF diverged from the PCI, the SFIO - with which it wished to co
operate - and all the socialist parties in the other five EEC member-states. 
On all these points its views coincided with those of the anti-Europeans in 
the British Labour Party. 

The PCF realized that European integration could no longer be ignored. 
Other Left parties in NATO countries were coming round to the same 
position. The Danish Socialdemokratiet realized full well the limitations of a 
small and relatively weak country. With Norway, it had broken with Nordic 
solidarity in the 1940S by joining NATO. In the 1960s it prepared, albeit 
unenthusiastically, to join the European Economic Comn1unity. As JensnOtto 
I(rag, the Danish social democrat foreign minister, explained without 
reticence, the reason was entirely pragmatic: Britain had applied to join; 
Denmark was very dependent on agricultural exports to Britain; therefore it 
had to follow Britain.49 When Britain's application was vetoed, Denmark 
withdrew, even though de Gaulle offered full membership. 50 In Denmark the 
issue was entirely bi-partisan. \X1hen Edward Heath started the third and 
finally successful bid to enter the EEC in 1970, Denmark, Norway and 
Ireland reapplied. On this issue the Socialdemokratiet - by then out of power 
~ backed the ruling 'bourgeois' parties. The legislation to join was passed by 
the Folketing on 7 September 1971 against the opposition of the seventeen 
MPs of the leftist Socialistisk Folkeparti (Socialist People's Party - SF), twelve 
dissident social democrats, four radicals and one Greenlander. The pro-EEC 
vote, however, had not reached the required five-sixths majority, and a 
mandatory referendum was held which was won by the pro-Europeans with 
63.3 per cent. 51 

Ireland and Norway operated under constraints similar to those facing 
Denmark: their dependency on trade with the UI< was very pronounced. 
Norway, however, was the most reluctant of the three. Unlike Denmark, its 
non-socialist parties were divided over the issue. The Centre Party (the 
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farnlers' party) was anti-European, and so were some factions in the Liberal 
and Christian People's parties. The trade unions were opposed and so was a 
majority of the population, including a nlajority of Labour supporters. In 
spite of this, all three applications to join the EEC received clear majorities 
in the Storting: 113 for and 37 against in 1962, 135 for and 14 against in 
1967, and 132 for and 17 against in 1970.52 The Norwegians, unlike the 
Danes, did not ratify the view of their Parliament in the referendum which 
followed the 1970 vote, and rejected entry with a 5 3.3 per cent majority. As 
in Denmark, the main force against membership came from the Left. Neither 
in Denmark nor in Norway did nationalist ideology playa significant role in 
the development of a leftist opposition to the EEe. In Norway the desire to 
protect some special groups - such as fishing communities was sufficient 
to tip the balance against Europe even in 1994, when Norway once again 
rejected EC membership. In both Denmark and Norway, however, the main 
motive for the anti&EEC attitude was the fear that the welfare achievenlents 
of Nordic social democracy would be overwhelmed by the integrationist 
pace of a supra-national association whose stated purpose was the economic 
development of capitalist Europe. It followed inescapably from this, however, 
that, in spite of their repeated internationalist claims, the anti-Europeans 
remained anchored to a 'national' conception of socialism in one country: 
socialism would flower best, they thought, where outsiders trod the least. 

Such fears were virtually non-existent among socialists and social demo
crats in the six countries which had founded the EEe. They all favoured an 
enlargement of the Community and hence British entry; wished to 'democrat~ 
ize' the EEC by lnaking the European Parliament more accountable; criticized 
de Gaulle's concept of a Europe des patries and his obstructionism on EEe 
matters; and made vaguely positive remarks about greater co-operation,S3 

None of these parties, however, had succeeded in integrating its dOlnestic 
policy with its Europeanism. They devised electoral programmes according 
to a national logic and took very little notice of any eventual constraints the 
Community might impose. To be a good European was a badge of respecta
bility, responsibility and anti-chauvinism. Europeanism occupied the foreign 
policy void characteristic of this Left, with the important exception of the 
SPD. Had it been mote than a rhetorical device to fill the void, these parties 
might have tried to devise and fight for a comprehensive plan of European 
reorganization, or might have had to ask themselves the key question: 'What 
should the European Community achieve?' In reality, there was no significant 
debate at all on the European Community among the socialist parties of the 
Ee. Even the SPD, innovative on Ostpolitik (which was in any case a 
'national' foreign policy), had very little to say on the EEe and remained 
cool towards supra-nationalism. 54 

Nevertheless, European socialists tried to justify the EEC in social
democratic terms. This was true even in countries which had not expressed 
any interest in joining the BEC, such as Austria. The new SPO leader, Bruno 
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I<reisky, asserted that social democracy could be achieved only in an integrated 
Europe. He divided the history of the socialist movement into three historical 
phases. In the first, the workers had acquired a consciousness of their 
historical role. In the second, social democrats constructed the welfare state. 
The purpose of the anticipated third phase was the democratization of all 
fields of social life and the construction of a wider European political unity. 55 

This idea was directly borrowed from Per Albin Hansson's three stages of 
social democracy, devised in Sweden in the 1930s. In Britain, as we saw in 
chapter 6, the sociologist T. H. Marshall used a similar triptych in his dif
ferentiation between the political, social and economic rights constituting the 
modern meaning of citizenship . 

. In Denmark, the leader of Socialdemokratiert, Jens~Otto I<.tag, explained 
in 1971 to the Helsinki meeting of the Socialist International that the Euro
pean Community was not a capitalist plot aimed at damaging the interests of 
social democrats; on the contrary, it could become a mechanism which would 
enable social democracy to expand into unconquered territories such as Italy. 56 

At the same meeting, Willy Brandt welcomed the British application in the 
same spirit: the EEe must be 'directed towards shaping a political will ... we 
are trying to create son1ething more than just a Europe of business'.57 Trygve 
Bratteli, prime minister of Norway and leader of the DNA, also insisted that 
European co-operation was not incompatible with the attainment of 'the 
long-term objectives which our parries have formulated for the individual 
countries'; and added that one of the main conditions for Norwegian partici
pation in European integration 'should be that we maintain the possibility of 
developing a democratic socialist society'.S8 

At the Helsinki meeting none of these views was endorsed by the British 
Labour Party, then in opposition. Denis Healey made no comment on the 
BEe.59 Harold Wilson explained that the parliamentary party had yet to 
n1ake up its n1ind on it; he did not add that the party at large had already 
done so and was against it. Wilson's position was that two issues needed to 
be resolved namely, Britain's contribution to the agricultural budget and a 
'fair' deal for the countries of the Comn10nwealth.60 

This ambivalence could not have surprised any of the delegates. In the 
19608 the European Community had become one of the most fractious 
issues for the British Labour Party. No party of the Left has exhibited such 
profound uncertainty on the question of Europe. The saga could not have 
been n10re complicated. In 1962. Labour had united around Gaitskell with 
relish against the EEC, a time for unity after the bitter divisions over unilateral 
nuclear disarmalnent and Clause Four. In 1967 Harold Wilson unexpectedly 
launched Britain's second attempt to join the Community; de Gaulle vetoed 
it. Labour then lost the 1970 election and refused to support Edward Heath's 
third British attempt and voted against the terms of entry obtained. After 
the 1974 electoral victory, Wilson renegotiated the terms and submitted them 
to a national referendum in 1975 Labour's first serious foray into 
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constitutional reform, since nationwide referenda had never been used in 
British politics before. In the course of the referendum campaign, a majority 
of the party's National Executive Committee, together with a minority of the 
cabinet, joined forces to reject the renegotiated terms. By a crushing majority, 
the electorate sanctioned entry. Labour's 1983 election manifesto was decidedly 
anti-European, possibly the last gasp of the anti-BEC position before sub
sequent party programmes made a firm commitment to Europe, although 
sections of the Parliamentary Labour Party remained suspicious of the 
Community even in the early I 990S. 

Labour leaders reflected this deep ambivalence. Gaitskell himself, before 
jumping on the anti-EEC bandwagon, performed a complex balancing act. 
As he put it to the arch pro-European Roy Jenkins in May 1962.: 'it is not 
really a matter of what I think; it is a question of carrying the Party.'61 By the 
time of the October 1962 Party Conference in Brighton, he had decided to 
oppose British entry not on principle, but because 'the terms were not right'. 
This was held to be the best device for obtaining the approval of all anti
EEC forces (the majority), without causing excessive grief among the pro
marketeers, his closest political supporters. 'The terms are not right' remained 
the standard objection to the EEC, opportunistically used even by those 
who opposed entry on principle.62 Having united the party around a pragmatic 
rejection of entry, Gaitskell used demagogy to drive home his advantage. He 
concluded his speech by attacking the federalist dreams of the creators of 
the BEC: 'It would mean the end of Britain as an independent nation state 
. .. the end of a thousand years of history.' Gaitskell received a rapturous 
welcome from the ranks of trade unionists and constituency activists who 
had mercilessly attacked him on defence and Clause Four in the previous 
two years; as his wife Dora warily but accurately remarked, 'all the wrong 
people are cheering'.63 

De Gaulle's veto of Macmillan's application relegated the issue of British 
entry to the back burner. It did not loom large in the 1964 and 1966 general 
elections. Nevertheless, pro-Europeanism had becon1e solidly entrenched in 
a significant minority of the Parliamentary Labour Patty, probably one·third, 
most of whom belonged to the 'social-democratic' or Gaitskellite wing of 
the party. On the Left, and-BEe feelings became one of the hallmarks of 
'true' socialism. There were, however, a few exceptions: in 1967 a small 
group of MPs led by Eric Heffer argued for entry into the EEC as the first 
step towards a Socialist United States of Europe.64 A few years later, Heffer 
and his friends changed their mind and became opponents of the BEe. The 
British Communist Party, the trade unions, the Labour Left around the 
magazine Tribune, and virtually all leftist sects, Trotskyist or otherwise, rallied 
against the Common Market and were joined by representatives of the Labour 
Right such as Peter Shore, Denis Healey and Douglas Jay. Supposed 'modern
izers' in the trade unions such as Clive Jenkins coalesced with staunch 
traditionalists and communist trade unionists such as I(en Gill to defend 
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British national sovereignty from the European Community, often designated 
as a 'capitalist club', a French conspiracy, a springboard for Catholic 
hegemony, a German-dominated association.65 Outside the Labour Party and 
the Left as a whole, it would have been necessary to travel to the far Right 
of British politics, to Enoch Powell and the nationalist ranks of Conservatism, 
to find kindred spirits. 

Not surprisingly, the combination of petty provincial nationalism with 
intuitional 'gut' socialism and a sentimental attachment to the Commonwealth 
as a great multiracial family produced some entertaining silliness: 'Our type 
of beer might disappear if Britain joins the EEC ... we could not have our 
usual kippers because of their brown colouring ... British sausages also do 
not conform and would have to change.'66 

The revival of the Labour debate on Europe was caused by the Wilson 
government's decision to launch Britain's second application to join the 
Community. Soon after the 1966 general election, Wilson announced that he 
would visit the capitals of the Six to ascertain the tern1S of entry should 
Britain decide to apply. In practice, Wilson embarked on informal negotiations 
with virtually no preconditions, though in March 1966 he had said that Britain 
had to continue to have access to cheap food frool the Comol0nwealth and 
that there should he no supra-national control of foreign policy.67 A few 
n10nths later, he announced that he would apply to join. On 27 November 
1967, before anti-EEC campaigners within the Labour Party had time to 
mobilize, de Gaulle renewed his veto. The official reasons given by the French 
were the rickety state of the British economy - in particular, the balance of 
payments - its preferential food imports from the Commonwealth, the 
restrictions imposed on exports of capital, and the international role of 
sterling.68 No one could really be surprised. De Gaulle's press conference of 
3 I March 1967 at the Rome meeting of EEC leaders confirmed, if con
firmation were needed, that his hostility towards the USA had increased.69 

From the general's point of view, France was the only EEC country truly 
willing to exercise an independent policy; without France, the Dutch, the 
Belgians, even the Germans, not to speak of the Italians, would simply fall 
into the seductive arms of the USA. British entry would compound these 
pressures.70 Wilson's own accounts of his visits to de Gaulle in January and 
June 1967 show no signs of bitterness or anger against the general. On the 
contrary, as a mere politician Wilson was charmed by de Gaulle, the statesman, 
and overwhelmed by the general's aura and sense of being part of world 
history,71 

De Gaulle's assu111ption that Brit.ain was merely a vassal of the Alnericans 
appeared to be substantiated by Labour's foreign policy towards Vietnam. 
Brjtish defence of sterling as the second reserve currency was seen as a sign 
that it was playing second fiddle to the US. This accusation was particularly 
irksome to the British, as the French Treasury was busy accumulating gold 
and getting rid of its dollars - financially a shrewd move, considering that 
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the dollar became non-convertible (Le. devalued) in August 1971. Wilson was 
well aware that de Gaulle considered the role of sterling as an international 
reserve to be a critical indication of Britain's special relationship with the 
USA.72 This view was also shared by some of the pro-Europeans within the 
Labour cabinet, such as George Brown, who, according to Richard Crossman 
and Barbara Castle, had come to the conclusion in 1966 that Harold Wilson 
would not consider floating the pound because he 'was now bound personally 
and irrevocably to President Johnson and had ceased to be a free agent'.73 
The irony was that Labour had devalued ten days before de Gaulle's veto. 

Why did Wilson embark on a pro~EEC policy which he had previously 
rejected and which he knew would be so disruptive of party unity? A cluster 
of plausible reasons have been suggested: the inability of the European Free 
Trade Association (EFTA) to secure adequate access to the much larger 
EEC trading area; the decrease in importance of Commonwealth trade; 
America's blatant lack of interest in a 'special relationship' with Britain, and 
the obvious development of the EEC as the leading interlocutor of the USA 
in the GATT negotiating round.74 In other words, the foreign policy based 
on a world role for the UI< had collapsed. Wilson's undoubted merit was to 
have realized it and acted accordingly, by reducing overseas commitments 
'East of Suez' and turning to Europe. 

Moreover, Labour in government always found it difficult to resist the 
c::onsensus constructed by the 'Establishment' which, by 1966, had become 
increasingly pro-EEe a consensus which ranged from the City and the 
CBI to most of the press, including the pro-Labour DailY Mirror, and the 
civil service, especially the Foreign Office.75 It should be added that public 
opinion was moving towards a more pro-EEe position; throughout the 
second half of 1966, at least two-thirds of respondents indicated that they 
would approve of British entty.76 After the elections, which heralded the 
largest Labour parliamentary majority since 1945 - ninety~seven MPs overall 

the new cohort turned out to be distinctly more pro-European, relatively 
speaking, than its predecessors.77 

In his memoirs Wilson himself never explained why a second attempt to 
join the EEe was made. From his account Labour appeared simply to drift 
into it. Those who opposed membership did not strenuously resist the move, 
perhaps because they gambled, rightly as it turned out, that the French would 
do their work for them. The House of Commons approved the second 
application by a massive majority of 488 to 62. 

The most plausible cause of Britain's second application, though difficult 
to verify, was that Wilson was simply acknowledging, at least implicitly and 
perhaps unconsciously, that Labour's domestic policy for economic recovery 
had been as unsuccessful as its foreign policy. The cabinet that decided to 
enter Europe did so in a half-hearted way because it somehow perceived that 
the decision was the result of a major domestic defeat. 78 Labour's domestic 
plans had been based on a modernized version of the idea of a national road 
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to socialism, 'modernized' in the sense that while socialism may no longer 
have been the final destination of Labour's efforts, it evidently remained 
committed to a 'national' road - that is, a national solution to the century
old decline of the British economy. This vision, such as it was, had dis
integrated. The 'technological revolution' had not produced a British economic 
miracle. The National Plan had folded. The management of the British 
economy had been reduced to defence of the currency.79 Wilson's bid to 
enter Europe was a tacit acknowledgement that there were no national 
solutions to Britain's problems. It also reflected the growing importance of 
Europe for British trade, and the corresponding decrease in the relevance of 
the Commonwealth. As George Brown told the House of Commons in May 
1967, British exports to Europe had doubled since 1958, but had remained 
static with the Commonwealth.so 

This analysis highlights a crucial point. It confirms that the fortunes of 
socialism were inexorably bound up with those of the (capitalist) nation 
within which it operated. The fate of British capitalism and the destiny of 
British socialism were linked. These constraints affected all politicians. All 
British prime ministers since the early 1960s eventually accepted that there 
was no future for Britain outside the institutions of the European Community. 
Macmillan and then Wilson, Heath and then Wilson again, Callaghan and 
then, finally, the most 'nationalist' British prime minister of the post-war era, 
Margaret Thatcher, as well as her weak successor - all of them, irrespective 
of their ideological positions) of the prolnises made, of the internal party 
support required, of personal temperament, reluctantly or enthusiastically 
bowed their heads to Brussels. Not one of them failed to escape the in
tegrationist course set by the irreversible growth of global interdependence. 
Over the thirty years following Britain~s entry to the Community, these 
restraints would grow rather than abate, and would impact on all government 
leaders, however distasteful they personally may have found the idea of 
European unity. 

Within the Labour Party, and especially within the Labour Left, a different 
analysis was produced to explain the failures of Wilsonism. According to 
this, the reason why state planning of the economy was dropped, the motive 
behind Britain's second application, the source of all U-turns, was the lack 
of courage of Labour leaders) their untrustworthiness) the ease with which 
the power of the City, international capitalism) multinational companies could 
bend the will of an elected Labour government. This naive analysis rested on 
an innocently idealist view of politics: the belief that once elected, politicians 
can do as they please so long as they have principles and trust the people 
who elect them. 

The establishment of a consensus in domestic and foreign policy de~ 
termined by objective circumstances does not necessarily lead to an identity 
of political views. Constraints establish what cannot be done. They do not 
dictate every detail of policy, only the broad guidelines. There can be different 
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ways of 'being in Europe. There can be different options for a European
wide management of national economies. It is only when one has understood 
the limits within which one must navigate that one can plot the course. 
Skilled politicians, like skilled downhill skiers, may not know every bump or 
dip in the terrain and may not be sure where they will end up. But they 
know where not to go and how to exploit the thrust of their descent at each 
bend. Of course, skiers, when they reach the valley, stop and catch their 
breath. In politics there are no resting places. 

The necessity of supporting the US war in Vietnam was seen by virtually 
all socialist parties in NATO as part of the foreign policy consensus and 
hence as a constraint. America's lengthy entanglement in Vietnam traversed 
the entire course of the 1960s. The unpopularity of the war grew, among the 
American public, in synchrony with the increase in American casualties. It 
concluded with the comprehensive humiliation of Washington. Neither the 
intense bombing of 1972., nor the protracted negotiations, nor the face
saving device of an American withdrawal in 1973, and the consequent 
'Vietnamization' of the war, could obliterate the glaring realization that the 
result had been a total victory for the communists. Vietnam had become the 
rallying call of the radical Left throughout Europe and North America. 
Demonstrations, teach-ins (or public debates), university occupations, protests 
of various sorts accompanied the growing American involvement. The 
leadership of the socialist and social~democratic parties remained apparently 
unmoved by all this. Their allegiance to Atlanticism was so solid and 
unquestionable that the issues posed by America's unwinnable Asian war 
were neither considered nor analysed. When it came to Vietnam, the two 
most important leaders of European social democracy, Willy Brandt and 
Harold Wilson, simultaneously decided that the best course to follow was 
unenthusiastic endorsement. Wilson, while never reneging on his general 
support for American policies, dissociated himself from the bombing of 
Hanoi and Haiphong in June 1966, and generally from any extension of US 
bombing to heavily populated cities.81 When still in opposition and positioning 
themselves for power, the German social democrats were more supportive 
of the USA than even the German conservatives. In 1966, Bild Zeitung, the 
bestselling mass circulation daily owned by the ferociously anti-communist 
Springer Press, ran a surprisingly peace-oriented editorial, which reminded 
the Americans that 'in Vietnam also the right to self-determination applies 
even if free elections should turn out to be unfavourable to the Americans.' 
This prompted the irritation of the second-in-command of the SPD, Fritz 
Erler, who wrote to Axel Springer, outraged: ~I think it is terrible that ... the 
last bit of confidence in our nation by its ally is being destroyed.' Having by
passed Springer on the right - no mean achievement - Erler and Brandt flew 
to Washington in April 1966 and publicly proclaimed their support for US 
foreign policy.82 In his memoirs Brandt explained that he did not wish to 
interfere with the US 'in an area it said was vital' - a standard justification 
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on both sides of the Cold War. He then added: 'I swallowed my grave 
doubts and held my tongue where it might have been better to make my 
opposition explicit.'83 

In Atlanticist socialist circles, strong in Belgium and Germany, slightly less 
so in Holland and Italy, the general feeling was that the war was embarrassing; 
it put the USA in an unacceptable position. Yet it was America's war and no 
good would come of opposing it, since American support for more important 
and relevant policies such as Ostpolitik (for German social democrats), or 
supporting sterling (for Wilson's beleaguered cabinet), was required. 

Be that as it may, the utter docility of the West European Left surprised 
even the USA. Henry J(issinger, in his unusually self-serving memoirs - even 
by the low standards of politicians - recorded it thus: 84 

Strangely, Vietnam played a minor role in the visits of European leaders. European 
public opinion, at least as represented by the media, opposed the war. But Euro
pean leaders registered no objection. During the entire period of the war I recall 
no criticism by a European leader in even the most private conversation ... Brandt 
and Wilson volunteered no comment and made sympathetic noises when Nixon 
outlined our Vietnam ct-"""""r •• f OJ 

Earlier, when describing Michael Stewart, Wilson's rather incompetent Foreign 
Secretary, a man who liked the idea of occupying the moral high ground in 
international affairs - if only he could find it - I<issinger wrote: 'Despite his 
many doubts, he defended our position in Vietnam in a debate at the Oxford 
Union with more vigour and skill than was exhibited by many of the Amer
icans who had made the decision to send our troops there; he never expressed 
his qualms to outsiders.,86 

The probletn with foreign policy constraints is that once they are accepted 
they are seldoln questioned again. In the maelstrom of politics, as one limps 
from crisis to crisis, it is ahvays comforting to have a set of apparently 
immutable paralneters. They remove the need for much agonizing indecision. 
The logic of syllogism replaces analysis of the concrete situation: the war in 
Vietnam is part of the West-East conflict; we are on the side of the West; 
therefore we support the USA. By 1972 support had turned into silence. 
I<issinger grumbled: 'Not one NATO ally supported us or even hinted at 
understanding of our point of view.,s7 By then, as the USA was savagely 
bombing Hanoi, most of the mainstream USA press had risen in moral 
indignation. But there was no outright condemnation from socialist leaders 
in NATO countries. 

The socialist supporters of the USA abdicated responsibility in decision
Inaking by uncritically accepting the clailn of the US adn1inistration that this 
Asian war was the main battlefront between the West and the East. Yet in 
the West, the powerful symbolism which came to dominate popular per
ception of the war was not that it was East versus West, but that it was a 
struggle between some of the most destitute people in the \vorld and the 
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most technologically advanced state in history; that it was a battle between 
the will, the spirit of the Vietnamese and advanced weaponry. Little could be 
more compelling than the stark difference between the two modes of warfare: 
on the one hand, the characteristically overfed, jargon-replete US pilots 
bombing the Vietnamese back to the stone age, from on high, in a scientifically 
directed campaign of saturation bombing; on the other, the undernourished 
and simply-dad Vietnamese guerrilla, able to walk for days with the sustenance 
of a miserly bowl of rice, archaically waging revolutionary war against the full 
fury of unlimited technological power.88 These images were far more powerful 
than the clash between totalitarian communism and Western democracy, 
because the Saigon regime being defended by the Americans could not 
conceivably be labelled democratic. The strength of individual will (so much 
praised by Western liberalism) was far better embodied in the heroic guerrilla 
wading through the jungle's marshes than in the robotized John Wayne figure 
calmly and repeatedly pushing the death button from the relative security of 
his B~ 5 2 bomber. In a paradoxical reversal of roles, the Vietnamese com
munists represented the triumph of modern individualism against the human 
automatons deployed by a military-industrial complex. This powerful symbol
ism, and the objective reality which sustained it, escaped the leaders of 
European social democracy, yet it captured the imagery of the 'perplexing 
sixties' and its libertarian spirit. By uncritically following the American lead 
in Asia, the socialist and social-dDemocratic parties signalled their refusal to 
engage with this problematic. In so doing, they lost contact with a crucial 
generation.89 The political price paid remains unknown. 

Willy Brandt's Social Democrats had a strategic justification for this major 
lapse. They were trying, with their Ostpolitik, to establish a new modus vivendi 
:with the USSR. For this strategy to work, it was necessary that the resulting 
international scenario should be more secure for both East and West. In this 
way, Ostpolitik would create no losers, only winners. For this to occur, it was 
imperative that the foreign policy of the Bonn government should not be 
construed as being in any way anti-American: to criticize Washington's Viet
namese policy would inevitably be seen as a return to the SPD neutralism of 
the 19 50S; Ostpolitik would acquire a pro-Soviet label and fail. 

Such special pleading cannot be invoked on behalf of Harold Wilson's 
Labour government. The argument that Wilson's support for the Americans' 
Vietnamese policies was dictated by the need to receive US financial help, 
especially in order to defend sterling, is unconvincing.90 The defence of sterling 
was in the interest of the USA, which had applied pressure in this direction, 
quite independently of Vietnam, in order to stem the possibility of speculators 
concentrating their fire on the dollar. British support over Vietnam did not 
waver even after 1967, when sterling, having been devalued, required less 
active international support. As Wilson himself has since implied, Labour's 
Vietnamese policies were a major factor in convincing de Gaulle that, ir
respective of which government was in charge, Britain was an American 
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Trojan horse to be kept out of the EEC.91 Thus, Wilson sacrificed his 
European policy on the altar of the special relationship. In so doing, he 
repeated the pattern of Macmillan's bungling of the first British application 
to join the EEC. In 1962; unable to fund the British 'independent' nuclear 
programme after the Skybolt air-to-ground missile had been cancelled by the 
Americans, Macmillan went to Nassau to meet I<ennedy. An alternative 
solution was found: Britain would purchase the Polaris submarine missile 
instead. De Gaulle had hoped that the failure of Skybolt would offer Britain 
th~ opportunity to embark upon a Franco-British joint nuclear venture, instead 
of opting for a course of action which would make British nuclear defence 
almost completely dependent on American goodwill. A shrewd observer of 
the international scene would have known that the Polaris deal would incite 
the implacable hostility of de Gaulle. Not surprisingly, on 14 January 1963, 
the general angrily vetoed British entry. Later, in his final retirement, he 
confided to Andre Malraux: 'England's drama is to be forced to choose 
between the remains of her Empire at the price of American hegemony and 
a loyal commitment to the Continent.,n 

Thus, from Macmillan to \V'ilson there was no departure from the curious 
idea that it was imperative for the United I<:ingdom to pursue the famous 
'special relationship', a policy whose benefits for Britain were so intangible. 
Some Machiavellian US foreign policy decision-makers thought that the 
termination of the 'special relationship' would actually be in Britain's interests, 
for it would smooth its path into the European Economic Community. In 
his memoirs, I<lssinger explained that such a termination was impractical and 
impossible: successive British governments had stood by it and it had cost 
America nothing. In a merna to Nixon he added: 'My own personal view on 
this issue is that we do not suffer in the world from such an excess of 
friends that we should discourage those who feel that they have a special 
friendship for US.,93 It is worth noting that Kissinger's words tnade it clear 
that the relationship was one-way: the British felt a special friendship; the 
Americans did not need to reciprocate and accepted what was given to them. 
They were the sovereign on the throne, not the courtiers on their knees. The 
Labour government's slavish adherence to the USA on virtually all matters 
outraged the Labour Left. But it also caused puzzlement among commentators 
who could not be suspected of a priori anti-Americanism. For instance, writing 
in 1970, Samuel Brittan noted that 'During all the negotiations on international 
liquidity and in the various financial crises of the sixties, it was an occasion 
for remark if the British representative differed from the American.'94 

Many of these constraints were of Labour's own making. Such pronounced 
subservience to the USA was unnecessary. Of course, it might have been 
unrealistic to expect from the Labour governn1ent an outright condemnation 
of the US, Swedish-style, as Wilson's leftist critics advocated; nevertheless, to 
suggest that there were no alternatives to Wilson's policies is to take the 
concept of foreign policy constraints too far. Wilson's foreign policy made 
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the Labour government more committed to Washington than the Con
servatives were under Heath, after their 1970 electoral victory. As I<issinger 
discovered to his surprise, Edward Heath was the British politician 'least 
emotionally committed to the United States', immune to the 'sentimental ... 
attachment forged in two wars', and convinced that 'the "special relationship" 
was an obstacle to Britain's European vocation. Heath was content to enjoy 
no higher status in Washington than any other European leader. Indeed, he 
came close to insisting on receiving no preferential treatment.,95 But Heath, 
unlike Wilson, had a long-term strategy. Describing Heath's visit to Washing
ton in December 1970, I<issinger ruminated: 'He stressed that his overriding 
goal was Britain's entry into the Common Market.' Heath did not wish 

to appear as - or, for that matter, to be - America's Trojan Horse in Europe. No 
previous British Prime Minister would have considered making such a statement 
to an American President ... we were witnessing a revolution in Britain's postwar 
foreign policy ... Heath was a new experience for American leaders: a British 
Prime Minister who based his policy towards the United States not on sentimental 
attachments hut on a cool calculation of interest.96 

It would have been hard for much of the 'NATO' West European Left other 
than the communists to pursue a similar quasi-Gaullist policy. In Italy, for 
instance, the Italian Socialist Party had been a strenuously anti-American 
party for much of the 19 50S. Its participation in government in 1963 had 
required the concomitant decision to accept NATO. Yet, as in other parties, 
the majority of the activists did not wholeheartedly accept the shift towards 
'Atlantic' socialism. At the Thirty-fifth Congress of the party in October 
1963, Pietro Nenni explained that he no longer wished to 're-open the 
question of Italy's membership of NATO', because the international situation 
was far less tense than previously - a justification which might equally well 
have been invoked for leaving NATO.97 By 1965 the main socialist justification 
for remaining in NATO was that a unilateral withdrawal of Italy would be 
dangerous for world peace - the identical justification the pcr would give, 
ten years later, when it in turn accepted NATO. In the same year (i.e. 1965), 
~he new PSI leader, Francesco de lVIartino, warned the party Congress that 
the idea that the entire responsibility for the Vietnamese situation lay with 
the USA was 'simplistic'; nevertheless, the PSI Congress proceeded to con
demn American intervention.98 

Throughout the 1960s Italian socialist cabinet ministers continued, however 
unenthusiastically, to support American foreign policy in all its manifestations. 
Vietnam, however, was clearly too emotive an issue for the rank and file and 
the party leadership had to refrain froln ever endorsing the US. There was 
little shift towards the USA even at the 1966 'unification congress' held to 
merge the PSI with the staunchly pro-American Social Democratic Party. 
Francesco de Martino avoided mentioning NATO in his main report, con
demned US bombing of Vietnam, but blamed equally 'the West') the USSR 
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and China, and the 'militaristic clique of South Vietnam'.99 To signify its 
general mood of displeasure with the USA, the 1966 PSI Congress also 
voted unanimously to accept a motion on Vietnam which highlighted 'the 
indiscriminate massacre of civilians due mainly to the massive American 
bombings,.loo Vietnam itself was not mentioned in the final motion of the 
joint conference held immediately after the Thirty-seventh Congress, in which 
the two parties officially joined forces. NATO membership was accepted~ 
but only in the context of a policy of detente and multilateral disarmament, 
and strictly limited to ~defensive purposes and within its own geographical 
areas'. Enthusiasm was reserved for the United Nations and the European 
Economic Community.lo1 

The unification of the Italian socialist and social-democratic parties proved 
to be short-lived. Less than three years later, the Partito Socialista Unificato 
again divided into its two original component parts. By then~ however, the 
PSI had entered the Socialist International and had virtual1y buried its previous 
anti-Atlantic past. A consensus had been finally established in foreign policy 
among all socialist and social-democratic parties in NATO Europe. 

In the communist camp too there were some timid moves towards this 
consensus. We have discussed the changes in communist perception of the 
BEC. Further moves towards 'the West' were accelerated by the dramatic 
events which surrounded the failure of the reform of communism in Czecho
slovakia. 

At the beginning of 1968, a group of reformers with considerable popular 
backing had wrested the leadership of the Czech Communist Party from the 
pro-Soviet group of Antonin Novotny. On 5 April 1968 an Action Programme 
had been drafted by the Central Committee. This offered a thorough critique 
of the preceding twenty years of communist rwe and undertook to promulgate 
major reforms in particular, a wider scope for market relations, a diminution 
of the role of the Communist Party in favour of more representative political 
institutions, and a respect for minority opinions. The Czech Communist 
Party prudently reaffirmed its loyalty to the 'Soviet Union and the other 
socialist states', adding 'we shall contribute more actively ... to the joint 
activities of the Council of Mutual Economic Aid (COMECON) and the 
Warsaw Treaty.'102 In spite of these precautions, aimed at avoiding a repetition 
of the Hungarian events of 1956, Soviet troops backed by other Warsaw Pact 
members (but not by Romania) marched into Czechoslovakia on 2.0 August 
and re-established a pro-Soviet administration. In the West there \vas, as 
might be expected, widespread condemnation of the Soviet intervention. 

The Italian PCI had been particularly scarred by these events. Its entire 
foreign policy, and the distant objective of gradually phasing out the two 
blocs, had been predicated on the assumption that, sooner or later, the 
communist regimes of Eastern Europe would undergo reform and demo
cratization. The Italian communists assumed that the process of detente was 
closely related to the advance of the reformers in the East. The downfall of 
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Khrushchev in 1964 had been a blow to their hopes in spite of his 
unpredictability. Thus, when Dubcek emerged armed with a programme of 
substantial reforms, the Italian communists enthusiastically backed him. The 
party weekly, Rinascita, devoted a multitude of articles to mapping out the 
itinerary and the successes of the reformers. The PCI Central Committee 
supported them unreservedly and without dissent. After the invasion (27 
August), the PCl was unequivocal. Unlike the PCF, which simply 'dis· 
approved', the PCI condemned the invasion, declaring that the USSR had no 
right to intervene militarily in any circumstances. But schizophrenia in politics, 
especially in communist politics, is an enduring disorder and, while con
demning the CPSU, the PCl also reaffirmed 'the deep, fraternal and genuine 
ties that unite the Italian Communists to the Soviet Union and the CPSU'.103 

The PCI had hoped that the 'Prague Spring' would herald a process which 
would transform the reality and image of communism. Leading Czech re
formers thought it inevitable that radical changes in the communist system 
in Czechoslovakia would have a massive impact, if not on the USSR itself, 
then certainly on Poland and the DDR.104 Even among German social 
democrats, always very attentive to signs of progress in Central Europe, the 
Prague experiment had given rise to expectations. Its principal analyst of 
communist affairs, Richard Lowenthal, in a study of the relations between 
social democracy and communism written at the request of the Presidium of 
the SPD, wrote that the advent of Dubcek suggested that there could have 
been a development towards 'real' socialism even where there was state 
property. The central difference bet\Veen social democracy and communism 
was over the question of democracy, not property relations. lOS 

The Soviet intervention had destroyed the possibility of 'socialism with a 
human face', It had become clear that any eventual reform of communism 
could originate only from within the Soviet Union. Togliatti's old dream of 
a pluralist, polycentric Europe had been dealt a severe blow. De Gaulle, the 
other great supporter of a gradual European emancipation from the asphyxi
ating embrace of the two superpowers, had been defeated too. Still reeling 
from the shock of May 1968 (see chapter 14), the old general had to watch 
helplessly as the bipolarization of Europe reasserted itself. He resigned a 
year later, after a referendum defeat over a minor issue. He died in 1970, 
taking with him his dreams of grandellr, while routine politicians, like Georges 
Pompidou, returned to manage French politics. 

The French Communist Party too, or at least its reforming wing and its 
leader, Waldeck Rochet, had suffered a serious reverse. Like the general, 
though for different reasons, they were recovering from the turmoil of May. 
Waldeck Rochet himself had offered his good offices to mediate between 
Alexander Dubcek and Leonid Brezhnev. He flew to Moscow and Prague, 
and even offered to organize a conference of all European communist parties. 
He had become convinced that the USSR would not invade, that there would 
not be a repetition of Hungary. The intervention was therefore a personal 



ESTABLISHMENT OF FOREIGN POLICY CONSENSUS 351 

shock from which Waldeck Rochet never really recovered. Those who saw 
him a fortnight after the invasion remarked that he seemed to have aged 
considerably.106 A year later, he fell seriously ill. The old guard did not miss 
its chance and Georges Marchais took over. 

The reformers in the PCF, had however succeeded in obtaining, if not an 
outright condemnation of the Soviet invasion, at least a statement of 'dis
approvar. This was not enough to satisfy the ultra-reformers such as Roger 
Garaudy, who resigned with others. But it was sufficiently strong to cause 
the resignation from the Politburo of Jeannette Vermeersch, widow of Thorez, 
and the most fervent Soviet supporter in the leadership. 

In Bonn, the SPD, still trapped in the Grosse I<oalition, was forced to 
reassess its Ostpolitik. This had originally been conceived in terms of courting 
Eastern Europe first and then the USSR. After the Soviet intervention, the 
policy could no longer be pursued in this way. August 1968 signified that 
Bonn would have to deal directly with MOSCOw. 107 There, and nowhere else, 
the keys to detente and Ostpolitik were kept. The tanks of the Red Army 
had not simply crushed the aspirations of Dubcek and his supporters. They 
had reasserted the primacy of bipolar politics. European autonomists, whether 
of the Right, like de Gaulle, or of the Left, like the German social democrats 
and Italian communists, had been dealt a devastating blow. 

Atlantidsts, including, of course, those in the socialist and social~democratic 
parties, took a general moral stand in support of democratization and reform 
in Czechoslovalcia. Their policies had emerged more entrenched and triumph
ant than ever. NATO and the Warsaw Pact, the Iron Curtain and nuclear 
weapons, eternal suspicion and constant vigilance: these remained their 
watchwords. 

For most socialist parties, unlike the SPD and the PCI, the Prague crisis 
turned out to be of little importance. These events expressed verities which 
they had ceased to question. No serious effort was made to assess the 
possibility of a reform of communism, or to determine what the policy of 
socialists should be towards such a possibility. It may be argued, quite 
legitimately, that there was very little West Europeans could do. An excess of 
enthusiasm in supporting the Czech reformers might not have been welcome 
even in Prague and might have alarmed the USSR. 

In a previous era, the logic of (spheres of influence' had constrained 
policy-makers, but ideology and even religion played little or no part. Alliances 
could be built and destroyed with relative ease. The logic of the blocs during 
the years 1947-91 was made of much firmer stuff. The parties of the Left 
were far more constrained in government than when in opposition. At no 
stage could they pose or were they willing to pose a threat to the 
stability of the Atlantic alliance comparable to that posed by the circumspect 
and cautious Czechs with respect to the Warsaw Pact. 

The attitude of the British Labour government towards the Cold War, or 
even towards the possession of nuclear weapons, was not significantly 
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different from that of the Conservatives, in spite of Labour's pacifist ethos, 
its tradition of disarmament and its strong anti-nuclear pressure group. Labour 
found it impossible to abandon nuclear weapons for two reasons: first because 
a majority of the country and, possibly, its own electorate objected to such 
unilateralism; second, because this would weaken the defence of the West 
and upset the USA. A British 'independent' nuclear weapons system had 
become a political sacred cow in Britain only in the 1960s. As late as 1962., 
several senior Conservatives had seriously considered abandoning a nuclear 
role: R. A. Butler, lain Macleod, Reginald Maudling and Edward Heath, 
while Peter Thorneycroft and Julian Amery had been exploring the possibil
ities of an entente nucleaire with France. los Labour in power never seriously 
entertained the possibility of becoming non-nuclear, so great was the urge 
for respectability. It even refused to cancel the Polaris programme it had 
bitterly criticized when in opposition, on the specious grounds that it would 
be too costly to do so because its development was so far advanced. 109 Being 
respectable, and being well thought of in Washington, appeared to be one 
and the same thing. 

The French socialists and communists had fewer such problems. Upsetting 
the USA was official French foreign policy. The equation, however, was 
complicated by the fact that the force nucleaire strategique was presented by de 
Gaulle as a necessary symbol of French independence from the unreliable 
'Anglo-Saxons', and as the inescapable consequence of French disengagement 
from the integrated military command of NATO. Nevertheless, for the PCF 
what really mattered was that these weapons were directed towards the USSR, 
even though de Gaulle's own position was that they were aimed in all 
directions (the so-called a tous azimllts strategy); consequently, the communists 
proposed their removal. 

The socialists had a problem producing a coherent defence policy, since 
they were deeply divided between pro-American factions, pacifists and neutral
ists, and a left-wing tendency convinced that the priority was to obtain the 
support of communist voters for a socialist presidential candidate. This was 
the background to Mitterrand's 1965 presidential programme, which promised 
to disband the independent French nuclear force on the widely accepted 
grounds that it was ineffectual, costly and dangerous. 1 10 

De Gaulle's foreign policy challenged the idea that Atlanticism constituted 
the immutable framework of foreign policy for Western countries. To Britain 
and to the British Labour Party, de Gaulle indicated that it was possible to 
follow a policy of grandeur, the French equivalent of Britain's world role, 
while remaining in the European Community; that one could establish closer 
links with the USSR while developing nuclear weapons; that abandoning 
NATO's military structure was compatible with staying in the alliance and 
criticizing American intervention in Vietnam; that it was possible to leave 
Algeria in spite of French settlers' protests, and to become a champion of 
the Third World in spite of having been a major colonial power. 
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De Gaulle's foreign policy feat had, from his point of view, the added 
bonus of dividing the opposition between pro-Atlanticist socialists and pro
Soviet communists. I 1 I In 1966, when de Gaulle withdrew from the military 
framework of NATO, French foreign policy was endorsed by more com
munist supporters (48.7 per cent) than socialist (47.7 per cent).112 So perplexed 
were the French communists that they chose to regard Gaullist foreign policy 
as hopelessly contradictory. An article in the PCF house journal described de 
Gaulle's foreign policy as 'fundamentally imperialistic' and unrealistic, because 
he sought to establish French national independence against the wishes of 
the other imperialist powers, the USA, Britain and Germany.113 

De Gaulle was supported not because he was anti-American, but because 
he appeared to his electorate to be a traditional· conservative anti-communist 
who could guarantee political stability in France. This enabled him to follow 
an independent foreign policy which appealed more to communist voters 
than to his own supporters. In so doing, de Gaulle created the framework 
for a ,-vide consensus in foreign policy among all French political parties. By 
the time he left office, his foreign policy had become a fact of life, a new 
agenda and, for the first time, France's foreign policy no longer divided 
France.114 

The parties of the Left - in France and in most of Western Europe -
could not create their own foreign policy. Constrained by their nation-states, 
they could not hope to develop a common European policy, partly because 
they were not united over Europe, partly because they were never simul
taneously in power. They reflected the disarray of Europe, its political 
irrelevance, its divisions. The era of superpower politics seemed destined to 
last for ever. The avoidance of a conflict between East and West remained 
the main task ahead. 

If we take European social democracy as a whole, the balance-sheet for 
the 1960s was mixed. Its most positive accomplishment was to demonstrate 
that, in spite of the vitality, growth and popularity of capitalism, the Left was 
able to win elections, return to power, govern. For most of the decade it 
remained the main focus of the hopes and aspirations of all those who 
wanted to change society in a radical, non-capitalist manner. The revisionism 
of the late 19 50S, whether or not it had been successful, contributed to the 
aura of modernity which still surrounded the socialist project. The working 
class, whose allegedly radical essence and centrality had been dismissed by 
revisionists and sociologists, turned out to be a force to be reckoned with. 
With or even without the support of the trade unions, workers throughout 
Europe were able by strike action to modify one of the main features of 
post-war capitalist success: the expansion of productivity at a higher rate 
than the growth in wages. Because they required capitalist growth to fund 
their welfare programmes, all governments found themselves under challenge. 
Socialists were caught in a difficult dilemma: strikes - so often seen as a 
manifestation of working~class consciousness against capitalist accumulation 
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- were clearly not aimed at obtaining social reforms for all workers. The 
obvious goal of industrial militancy was the acquisition of greater purchasing 
power to enable the individual worker to participate more fully in consumer 
capitalism. Wages growing faster than productivity caused a profit squeeze 
which made further capitalist growth more problematic. Yet constant growth 
was necessary to develop further welfare capitalism - at least for social 
democrats and all those who had given up the idea of overcoming capitalism. 

The surge of industrial militancy was the first and most important challenge 
the organized Left had to face in the closing years of the 19605. The second 
challenge was the revival of socialist ideology effected by the educated younger 
generation. The much-heralded 'end of ideology" which had convinced 
revisionists of the need for pragmatism, had not yet come. Far from dying 
or ending, 'ideology' came to dominate the social sciences. From their 'red' 
bases in the universities, the young radicals launched an incessant ideological 
critique of social democrats, socialists and communists. Social democracy's 
espousal of modernity was dismissed as mere pandering to neo-capitalism, 
its championing of pragmatism as a visionless form of technocratic authorit
arianism. 

Reeling under the impact of the two-pronged attack of militant workers 
and radical students, social democracy had to confront a third challenge, at 
this stage still embryonic: the growth of a multifaceted women's movement. 
The new feminists, like the socialist movement, had both an immediate 
practical political programme and a longer-term aim. In the short term, it 
sought to modify existing legislation to ensure a more equitable distribution 
of power between the sexes, and the institution of rights (such as to abortion) 
which recognized the distinctiveness (whether biologically determined or 
socially constructed) of being a woman. Its more complex, long-tern1 aim 
was the emancipation of women from the domination of men, a goal which 
required a radical and reciprocal modification in the attitudes of both sexes. 

The socialist movement had always had a formal commitment to the 
emancipation of women although, in practice, this had never held pride of 
place in its activities. The movement itself had always appealed to men far 
more than to women. It was based on overwhelmingly male organizations 
(the trade unions), and had originated in the world of industrial production, 
from which women had been excluded more thoroughly than in any previous 
system of production. 

It is to this triple challenge emanating from workers, students and women 
that we now turn. 
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The Great Contestation 





CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

The Revival of Working-class 
Militancy 1960-73 

BETWEEN 1960 and 1973 there were two distinct cycles of strikes throughout 
most of Europe; the first, which occurred between 1960 and 1964, did not 
affect Belgiunl and occurred later than elsewhere in Sweden (1966). All 
countries, except Austria, participated in the second cycle, which occurred 
around 1968-72.. As the eleven graphs (Figures 13. I to 13. I I) below indicate, 
the first cycle was far less marked than the second. In Holland, the upsurge 
in strikes took place in 1973, later than elsewhere, but it was the most 
pronounced since 1946. Not all countries were equally affected by the work 
stoppages whose intensity varied considerably: there were proportionately 
more strikes in the 'calmer' years of Italian industrial conflict than in the 
'turbulent' 1971 in Sweden. In France, in May-June 1968, there was an 
unparalleled wave of strikes; the exact intensity is impossible to establish 
because it is futile to try to distinguish between those who were on strike 
voluntarily and those who could not go to work because of the strikes of 
others, the lack of transport, or the shut-down of plants due to the un
availability of energy. This may explain why there are no official government 
strike statistics for May-June 1968. The most plausible statistical analysis 
suggests that six or seven million people went on strike at the time. 1 

The following graphs plot the intensity of strikes in eleven West European 
countries. Note that, even though the absolute figures vary widely between 
countries, the shape of the strike curves is fairly similar. Most countries 
exhibit a revival of strike activity in the first part of the 1960s, followed by 
a period of apparent respite. All display a pronounced revival of working
class industrial unrest between 1968 and 1972. 

The existence of a European-wide strike cycle, and the marked upswing 
in the late 19605 and early 1970S in so many countries, suggest that nationally
based interpretations are insufficient: there must be some overarching trend 
which explains the international increase in industrial conflict. A study made 
by the Frankfurt Institut fur Sozialforschung argues, plausibly, that wage 
conflicts coincided with phases of cyclical downswing. This works well for 
the German downswings of 1962-63, 1967 and 197 I, but only comparative 
studies over a long period of time (and the Frankfurt study is not one of 
them) can denl0nstrate a general causal relationship between cyclical 
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Figure 13.1 Austria: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.2 Belgium: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.3 Denmark: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.4 Finland: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.S France: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
(no reliable data available for 1968) 
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Figure 13.6 West Germany: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.7 Holland: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.8 Italy: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.9 Norway: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.10 Sweden: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 
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Figure 13.11 United Kingdom: days lost per 100,000 non-agricultural workers 

Graphs constructed on the basis of data in Peter Flora et aI., State} EconomJ' and 
Society in Western Europe 13IJ-197J. A Data Handbook, cit., Vol. 2., pp. 688-753. 

movements and the frequency of strikes.2 Economic explanations for the 
strikes of the second half of the 19605 can tell only part of the story. Single
cause explanations which may be applicable to one country often do not 
apply to another. Thus, rising unemploytnent may explain the Belgian strikes 
of the winter and spring of 1970, but not those in the public sector in 
France in May 1968 (such as the shut-down at Renault). Lack of public 
spending on infrastructure may explain the Italian protest strikes of the 'hot 
autumn' of 1969, but not the German ones of September 1969. While the 
causes of the revival of working-class militancy are obviously multifarious, 
the main underpinning factor was the economic situation. Working-class 
earnings were frustrated as employers attempted to contain wage increases 
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below the productivity level, which in turn was lower than in the preceding 
decade. In other words, workers expected wages to grow at a rate higher 
than productivity permitted. The cost of wages had become a fundamental 
variable in the growth of the economy and the containment of wages a 
central policy issue. 

By the early I960s the long boom of capitalism had brought about a 
situation of generalized full employment in Western Europe. Foreign workers 
could still be imported for low-paid, unskilled jobs, but the main 'internal' 
sources of spare labour, the 'reserve army of workers', could no longer be 
activated. In Italy, the apparent saturation of the northern labour market 
discouraged southern migrants, while in Germany the erection of the Berlin 
Wall in 1961 effectively blocked the flow of skilled workers from East 
Germany. The obvious remaining reserve of spare labour, women, could not 
be used without a substantial modification in the domestic division of labour, 
in the size of families, in child care arrangements, and in cultural gender 
stereotyping. By the 1980s some of these conditions had been created. 

The direct effect of full employment was to make trade unions more 
powerful, for they found themselves in a seller's market at a time of growth. 
This situation contributed to the first cycle of strikes. It explains the Italian 
strikes of the early 1960s and the important miners' strike of 1963 in France. 
The resulting inflationary pressure led governments and/or the central banks 
(as in Italy and Germany) to adopt wage restraint and/or deflationary policies. 
Employers sought to cut costs by rationalizing work practices, reducing 
allegedly inflationary plant-level payments systems, and increasing productivity 
by speeding up assembly lines. Thus, the second cycle of strikes was the 
delayed reaction by workers to widespread anti-inflationary policies.3 This 
explanation assun1es that the original inflation of the early 19605 (which 
started the process) was caused by higher wages. 

An alternative, though not incompatible, explanation suggests that both 
waves of strikes were the result of inflation, rather than its cause: workers 
simply responded to higher prices. In this case, the origin of the European 
inflation of the mid-l 960s must be traced, exogenously, to the overheating of 
the American economy. Here the causal chain would start with the massive 
increase in US government expenditure required to fund both the domestic 
welfare programme known as 'the Great Society', and the escalation of the 
war in Vietnam. In any other country this would have required the central 
authorities to increase taxes or, failing that, to devalue the currency in order 
to counteract the negative effects of in Ration on the balance of payments. 
The USA, however, unlike any other country, was not afraid of exhausting 
its reserves and could run large balance of payments deficits because its own 
currency, the dollar, was a reserve currency 'as good as gold') being convertible 
at the fixed rate of thirty-five dollars per ounce of gold. 4 The hegemonic 
position of the USA in the international financial system had allowed it to 
unload its inflationary problems on to Western Europe. 
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These two possible explanations assume different causal processes: either 
inflation was of the cost-push type, originating in an increase in costs (here 
mainly the cost of labour, i.e. wages); or it was of the demand-pull variety, 
and hence caused by an increase in demand. We shall keep well away from 
this chicken-and-egg argument, which has disturbed the sleep of generations 
of economists, and simply note that both explanations caused considerable 
anguish to the parties of the Left. In politics, which of the two explanations 
is the 'true' one is not quite as important as their respective political im
plications. 

By adopting the cost-push explanation, socialists would commit themselves 
to the containment of wages and prices. Restraining wages would bring them 
into a clash with trade unionists, while restraining prices would squeeze the 
profitability of private industry and damage investment. It was clear that an 
incomes policy would have a better chance of success if it were part of a 
package in which there would also be control of prices. Indeed, for 'presenta
tional' purposes, the containment of the one was often couched in terms 
requiring the containment of the other. In reality, the control of prices in a 
market economy is virtually impossible even in an emergency - as the rapid 
growth of a black market in wartime demonstrates. Incomes are marginally 
easier to control, provided unions are weak or accept an incomes policy and 
can effectively carry their members with them. But for how long could unions 
deliver? It would be necessary to ensure that prices did not rise excessively, 
even though, as I have indicated, they could not easily be controlled directly. 
Even fanatical anti-trade unionists would accept that there were other factors, 
apart from wages, leading to a rise in prices and that by controlling wages one 
was really controlling only the wage cost aspect of a cost-push inflation. 

By embracing the demand-pull explanation, socialists would conlmit them
selves to cutting demand and hence to unpalatable policies, ranging from 
curtailing public spending (particularly of the redistributive kind), to increasing 
taxes and accepting more unemployment. 

Either explanation, and the strategy it implies, brought to the fore a central 
issue: wages were not an independent variable which could be left outside 
the scope of government intervention. Once in government, at the helm of 
a capitalist economy, socialists could not consistently support trade union 
militancy (or 'the economic class struggle' in Marxist parlance). The short
term interests of some workers in increasing their wages might clash with 
the interest of other workers and groups. This was hardly a new dilemma: 
conflicts between socialists in governtnent and workers on strike had occurred 
before, particularly during the period of post-war reconstruction. In the 19605, 
however, industrial conflicts reached a much higher level of intensity than 
ever before, just at a time when socialists and social democrats were becoming 
reconciled to the 'mixed' economy and were in power. Furthermore, their 
being in power throughout most of Europe served to encourage the trade 
unions to step up militancy. 
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The wave of strikes also posed internal ideological problems for the parties 
of the Left. The unresolved dispute between revisionists and 'traditionalists' 
was intensified. As we saw in chapter 10, many socialists had come to terms 
with the idea that the era of working-class conflicts had come to an end, and 
had accepted some variant of the embourgeoisement thesis. They urged 
relinquishing an excessively strong class identity and transforming the socialist 
parties into 'people parties'. But the revival of working-class militancy seemed 
to challenge socialist revisionism. It appeared that embourgeoisement may 
have been overestimated and that the fighting spirit of the proletariat had only 
temporarily abated in the 19505. In the 1960s, workers appeared more than 
~ver willing to challenge capitalist development and capitalist work practices. 
The socialist parties, the traditionalists claimed, had been blinded by the 
uninterrupted growth of capitalism and the apparent success of the consumer 
society, and had thus stumbled into abandoning their traditional values. 

However, an entirely opposite reading of the strikes can be given: the 
revival of working-class militancy can be seen as evidence that the workers 
were eager to obtain more of the fruits of capitalism. A strike seeks a 
modification of the distribution of the surplus produced, not the abolition of 
the system which produces it in the first place. To strike to obtain higher 
wages or longer holidays or better working conditions, or (more rarely) to 
obtain social reforms and social rights, does not necessarily challenge the 
stability of capitalism. Nor are strikes an indicator of a sweeping conviction 
that socialism is inevitable. To want a larger share of the cake is not to deny 
that it should be baked in the first place. 

In practice, however, industrial militancy could not simply be written off 
by the revisionists in this way. Strikes had to be dealt with practically: by the 
late 19605 many socialist patties were not bystanders in opposition, but had 
ministers in government. Industrial militancy affected economic performance, 
creating a problem of crisis managenlent) not merely of ideological in
terpreta tions. 

The graphs above give an indication of the problem, but reveal little else. 
Comparing strikes is not a straightforward affair. What constitutes a strike is 
a matter of debate; there needs to be a common definition of the length of 
the dispute and the number of people involved. It may be necessary to 
distinguish between strikes involving the country as a whole (a general strike), 
a region, an entire industry, a branch of industry, a firm, a plant, a section 
of a plant. Furthermore, strikes can have different objectives: working con
ditions, pay levels, social reforms, protest against closures or redundancies. 
The most relevant distinction turned out to be between strikes called by 
trade union leaders at national or local level (so-called official strikes), and 
strikes called by workers' representatives elected at the shop-Boor level (so
called unofficial or wildcat strikes).s 

In the course of the 1968-72 cycle of industrial conBict, there was a 
marked increase in unofficial strikes. These adopted an entire galaxy of novel 
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forms of struggle with fanciful names. These included sit-ins; greves-bollchon 
or production stoppages, where strategically placed groups of workers downed 
tools; industrial sabotage; the grelJes perlees or go-slows; the British work-to
rule in which a pedantic and meticulous implementation of the company 
rule-book ensures total paralysis; sector by sector strikes known as greves 
tournantes in France, and sciopero a singhiozzo (hiccup strikes) or a scacchiera 
(chessboard) in Italy.6 These new forms of industrial conflict caused con
siderable problems for en1ployers: wages had to be paid to those still available 
for work, even though the disruption caused by others forced the entire 
plant to con1e to a standstilL Negotiating with delegates who had to report 
continuously to an entire group of workers was more arduous than dealing 
with a small committee representing a single union. 

Socialist parties were often negatively affected by this. When in govern
ment, they had to deal with the economic implications of the stoppages and 
often had to confront their most loyal electorate. Strikes in the public sector 
were a particular problem: unanticipated delays in public transport and a 
sudden suspension of services created hostility towards the public sector as 
a whole and, by implication, towards the socialist parties which were identified 
with it. Where strikes were unofficial, union leaders faced great difficulties: 
their position was weakened and they lost credibility with their own members. 
If they granted recognition to shop-floor militancy, they widened the gap 
between themselves and the socialists in government. 

Successful strikes compounded the problems facing the socialist parties. 
Their potential inflationary effects led the monetary authorities of Italy, 
Germany and France to respond by deRating the economy, not a policy 
which could appeal to socialists. The alternative to deflation was co-operation 
with the trade unions. Where the unions were strong, this was also the 
preferable course of action, though the socialist parties never had a monopoly 
on co-operation. In many instances, conservative parties were willing to seek 
union support. The Gaullist government attempted to do so in 1964, though 
nothing came of it because the unions were weak and ineffective, and the 
government was unwilling to grant concessions it did not have to make. 7 In 
1962, the British Conservatives, responding to the increase in strikes, estab
lished the National Economic Development Council, a precursor of the 
German Konzertierte Aktion (examined in chapter I J), in which employers and 
trade unions could discuss issues under the benevolent eye of the government. 

In reality, wage containment was the main perhaps the only reason 
why governments everywhere in Western Europe were keen to talk to the 
trade unions. Socialists in government needed union acquiescence more than 
other parties: the alternative to a so-called 'voluntary incon1es policy' was 
either a compulsory one or deflation. 

On the surface the question appeared simple. It involved a straight political 
deal between government and unions. The unions would convince their 
members to contain wage demands and, 'in exchange', the government would 
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pursue policies of social reform. But the assumptions behind an agreed 
incomes policy presented numerous problems to socialists. 

In the first place, the very necessity of a 'contract' of this kind weakened 
two cherished beliefs: that strikes were always justified, because they sought 
to reduce the exploitation of workers by capitalists; and that socialist govern
ments would always seek to pursue the policy of social reform they had 
campaigned for, and been elected to implement, and that trade unions would 
automaticallY support this policy. Hence the bizarre nature of the negotiation: 
socialist trade unionists forgoing wage increases in order to obtain what they 
had always wanted - socialist reforms. Bizarre in appearance only, though, 
for the 'contract' tended to recast the old 'final aims'/minimum programme 
dichotomy and endow it with a new tension: this time, the longer-term aims 
- social reforms - could be achieved only by forgoing the short-term ones 

higher wages while, in earlier times, the short-term improvements were 
'supposed to pave the way for the 'final aim'. 

The second main problem with the co-operative approach was that it gave 
trade unions an official political role for which there was never formal popular 
and democratic assent. Democratic principles, to which trade unions and 
socialist parties were equally committed, established that governments had a 
popular mandate to do what they said they would do. Why then negotiate 
the programme again, once elected, with unions which at best represented 
only a sector of society? 

In the third place, the implication of government-trade union negotiations 
was that working-class wage militancy was the only real obstacle to social 
reform or, at least, the main one. This was a strange belief for socialists to 
hold, and indeed went against the grain of socialist history. The development 
of trade unions was based on the belief that only unity of action would 
enable otherwise powerless workers to secure better working conditions and 
higher wages. Correspondingly, socialist parties had appealed to the working
class electorate on a similar basis of self-interest, even though, of course, 
committed socialists aspired to a wider final aim. Even the promise of social 
justice held out by socialist parties had a monetary appeal: it usually involved 
a fairer distribution of wealth. Throughout the history of the socialist move
ment, it was always assumed that wages were too low. For the capitalist 
economy wages were of central importance. Not only were they a key variable 
in the composition of costs, and hence in the determination of prices and 
profits; they were also the central mechanism which provided the working 
class with access to consumption, and hence to security, to the satisfaction 
of many needs, and to status. In a market economy, personal dignity, the 
cardinal pillar of civilization, is difficult to achieve in conditions of indigence. 

This brings us closer to the key paradox of West European trade unions, 
strikingly illustrated by the debate on incomes policy: politically, the socialist 
sympathies of most trade unionists led them to desire a society regulated for 
the common welfare. Their trade unionism, however, required a 'free' labour 
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market, without government interference, in which the price of labour was 
the result of unimpeded collective bargaining. However, n1arket forces in the 
labour market determined different wages among different occupations and 
sections of the working class, resulting in inequalities which owed nothing to 
criteria of 'fairness' or utility independent of market forces. One of the 
reasons why some footballers and fashion models earn more than teachers 
and nurses lies in the scarcity of good footballers and top fashion models 
relative to the demand for their services. Issues of social need or fairness 
have no place in market-determined wages calculations, even though most 
people would readily agree that, if it came to a choice, a society without 
fashion models and footballers is preferable to one without nurses and 
teachers, lamentable as this may seem to the unsophisticated hedonist . 

. To reject any form of incomes policy as a matter of principle amounts to 
accepting the primacy of market preference over social needs in the deter
n1ination of wages: a hard principle to justify if you are a socialist and insist 
that all major economic variables must be regulated. Only true economic 
liberals, committed to the efficiency of the market and its ultimately superior 
distributive effects, can declare themselves foes of incomes policies with 
unequivocal consistency. 

Where unions are strong, governments need to seek their support for an 
incomes policy. Thus, a wages policy can be a sign of great union strength 
and may show that there is a mature and confident working class willing to 
forgo immediate monetary gains for more distant political ones. Militant 
trade unionists, who always reject incomes policies, naively confuse wages 
militancy with political militancy. It was the merit of Lenin, on the basis of 
K.autsky's work, to have stressed the distinction between economic and 
political militancy in his celebrated pamphlet What is to be Done? (March 
1901.). Few of his communist and radical followers took the necessary implica~ 
tions of this position seriously. 

Over the long or medium term an incomes policy may be acceptable to 
workers if the eventual distribution of income is considered to be fair. 
However, the criteria of fairness used by workers are unlikely to correspond 
to those used by entrepreneurs, because each class has quite different points 
of reference. For employers, 'fair wages' must be low enough to guarantee 
an, adequate return on investnlents and are linked to variables such as relative 
international prices, productivity and profitability; for employees, a concept 
of 'fair wages' is linked to past purchasing power, expectations, and wages in 
comparable sectors. Furthermore, top-earning skilled workers, whether or 
not inclined towards socialism, might accept an incomes policy as an anti
inflationary instrument. But there is no obvious way to convince them -
without an appeal to altruism or political expedience that it should be used 
in a redistributive manner, if the effect would be to reduce their differentials. 

The central condition of an agreed and co-ordinated approach to wage 
rises involving unions, employers and government, must be that increases in 
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wages decided and agreed at the top correspond to the real increases in 
wages obtained by workers on the shop floor. This is not always the case. 
Centrally agreed wages are treated as general guidelines for local bargaining. 
The imagination of trade unionists and employers is sufficiently fertile to 
produce an ever-widening array of reasons for extra payments: Christmas 
bonuses, marriage gifts, bonuses for being punctual, for not being ill, extra 
holiday money, interest-free loans, allowances for children, piece-rate schemes, 
shift-work additional payment, payments under job revaluation schemes, and 
so on. This phenomenon of wage-drift, widespread throughout Europe, is a 
working-class equivalent of the 'perks' to which middle and higher manage
ment in the private sector - the nomenklatura of capitalist societies - have 
become increasingly addicted: cars, numerous and unnecessary free lunches 
in expensive restaurants, travel for spouses) exotic holidays disguised as 
training seminars, free shirt-laundering service, concert and opera seats for 
performances sponsored by the firm - an entire cornucopia of tax-free and 
largely undeserved gratuities. This custom is far less prevalent in the state 
sector and, alas, totally unknown in the universities, with the possible ex
ception of Oxford and Cambridge. 

The problems of incomes policies are further compounded in that they 
are far more necessary in economies whose growth is export-led - such as 
those of many European countries - and financed largely by reinvested profits 
- as is the case, for instance, in Britain. Under a regime of fixed exchange 
rates, high wages, if passed on in prices, make one's exports less competitive; 
if absorbed, they cause a squeeze on profits and leave less available for re~ 
investment. 

Wage restraint is less important in a large, rich and mainly non-export
oriented national economy such as that of the USA - where growth is 
generated by internal demand, where wage increases can simply be eaten 
away by inflation without having a significant negative effect on the balance 
of payments. If bank borrowing finances long-term investments - as in 
Germany - then high profits are not required for reinvestment and a profit 
squeeze caused by high wage demands would have less effect on investment. 
Britain happened to be in the category of countries which depended on 
international trade and whose banking system was relatively ineffective in 
providing finance for industry; therefore wage increases had an immediate 
impact on export prices and profits. 

This in part explains why for most of the 19605 and 1970S Britain was 
virtually the only country which systematically attempted to resolve its 
economic difficulties by resorting to an incomes policy. 

There were no wages policies in France and Italy during this period, 
because the union movement was divided into three confederations which 
would not have been able to impose wage restraint on their membership 
which, in turn, represented only a minority of the working class. In these 
two countries anti~inflation policies were therefor.e conducted by monetary 
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and fiscal means. Generally speaking, this is the strategy which is adopted 
where the trade unions are politically weak and incomes policies unnecessary. 

The workers' unrest which developed in such a pronounced way in Italy 
and France was only partly due to the deflationary policies of their respective 
governments. The general strike which followed the student unrest in Paris 
in May 1968 was called by the Communist Party through the CGT. The mass 
dePlonstration of 13 May, marking the entry of the organized working class 
into what had hitherto been a conflict between the authorities and the 
students, exhibited the following characteristics. It was a bid by the commun
ists to establish or re-establish themselves at the head of the anti-Gaullist 
movement, a position which was being challenged by the student leaders -
an uneasy coalition of non-affiliated leftists, Maoists, Trotskyists and anarchists 
on whom the communists piled predictable insults: 'scions of big bourgeois', 
'pseudo-revolutionaries', 'adventurists', 'provocateufs,.8 It was a bid by the 
student leaders to forge links with 'the working class', and to wrest it from 
the pernicious influence of les crapules staliniennes - the Stalinist creeps, to use 
Cohn-Bendit's insulting phrase chanted by thousand of students. Both 
strategies failed. The students made no inroads at all into the working class, 
while the PCF became increasingly unpopular with the students. The demon
stration of workers and students of 13 May revealed the cultural chasm 
between them, even though the students, led by Jacques Sauvageot, Alain 
Geismar and Daniel Cohn~Bendit, were allowed to march at the head of the 
entire procession. Students walked with students, unable to mingle with the 
proletarians whose support they sought, chanting their own distinctive slogans, 
insulting the Coo101unists, and mocking Mitterrand's socialists. The workers, 
somewhat amused by the anarchistic humour of the students, marched, 
disciplined as ever, under the banners of their traditional organizations, the 
peF and the CGT. 

What had not been foreseen by the PCF and the CGT was that the workers 
wno had come out on strike in solidarity with the students would remain on 
strike for weeks. As in the days of May-June 1936, the workers' radicalism had 
taken the unions by surprise. Unprompted by the trade union leadership, 
workers occupied the plants of Sud-Aviation in Nantes and those of Renault 
at Clean and Flins and, eventually, with the CGT's approval, the vast Renault 
works of Boulogne Billancourt, the red bastion of communist France. The 
conjuncture which tnade this possible was highly complex: many workers took 
advantage of the apparent weakness of the political establishnlent, and the 
panic spreading among the employers, to put forward substantial wage 
demands; the communists made the strikes official in order to be able to 
remain at the helm of the 010vetnent a tactic modelled after Ledru-Rollin's 
famous utterance of 1848: 'I am their leader. I must follow them.' 

The May events, like a semiotician's 'open text', became the subject of a 
formidable array of interpretations. They are called 'the events', les evenements, 
precisely because no one is sure what kind of events they were. Among the 
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contending explanations can be found alienation, frustration, boredom with 
Gaullism, relative deprivation, protest against the dehumanization of the work 
process, reaction against powerlessness, greed, desire for higher wages, the 
aspiration to increase the political weight of the workers, gallic bloody
mindedness and other similar stereotypes. 

Leaving the question of causes aside, it is clear that the core demands of 
all the strikes which followed I; May were for higher wages, shorter working 
time and improved working conditions. Surrounding these core demands 
there was a wider, more political, but vaguer set of issues, open to in
terpretation. The trade unions, especially the CGT, could not abstain from 
entering into formal negotiations with employers and politicians. Since negoti
ations must involve tangible, quantitative aspects, the unions dealt with the 
concrete - that is, with the core demands: the minimum wage, the percentage 
increase, the length of the working week. The popular slogan 'workers' 
participation', much favoured by the students and the trade unionists of the 
CFDT (Confederation Fran<;aise Democratique du Travail), was sufficiently 
vague to enable even de Gaulle to embrace it with apparent enthusiasm. 
Shop-floor issues, such as the question of workers' control especially over 
the work process and the speed of assembly lines - were probably more 
important than the question of wages, but far less amenable to central 
negotiations.9 Thus, it was inevitable that the main actors - unions, employers, 
government and political parties -- concentrated on what could be negotiated 
at the top. There was no mechanism for a negotiation from below. 

France offered perhaps the best demonstration of how the way in which 
the organizations of the labour movement, parties and unions, were ideo
logically structured, made it virtually impossible to deal with the demands of 
an unstructured movement such as a generic student or worker movement, 
especially when its most innovatory 'demands' could not be met within the 
established institutions. In other words, no socialist party operating within 
the confines of representative democracy could respond to the new political 
language manifested by working-class militancy (or feminism or student 
radicalism), without recasting ab initio its own view of politics. 

Such momentous reorganization cannot possibly be achieved in a short 
space of time in response to rapidly moving events, particularly as these, to 
some extent, constituted a threat to what the 'institutional' Left had achieved 
over the years. Parties of the Left have rarely been endowed with an organ
izational framework enabling them to monitor molecular changes in society. 
Mass parties have often been surprised by a rapidly developing mass move
ment. Ideally, there should always be a systematic and constant restructuring 
of the party organization in the light of sodal changes, while the organization 
itself should be used as a mechanism with which to gather information 
about society. This, I believe, is at the root of Gramsci's injunction that the 
party should become 'a collective intellectual'. But this is more easily said 
than done. 



THE REVIVAL OF WORKING-CLASS MILITANCY 371 

The injunction was partly fulfilled, and only intermittently, in Gramsci's 
own country by the Italian Communist Party, though even the PCI was taken 
by surprise by the revival of working-class militancy in 1969, and even more 
so, understandably enough, by student unrest and the development of 
feminism. 

The 'hot autumn' of 1969 saw the most acute and prolonged social conflict 
in post-war Italian history. As in other European countries, many of the 
strikes started out as 'wildcat' strikes, though the unions soon made them 
official. The consequences were more profound in Italy than elsewhere and 
they included, among other things, a considerable change in the structure of 
the trade union movement. This became more politically united, although 
the centralist structure of each of the three federations ,-vas significantly 
undermined by the growth of the Factory Councils, shop-floor organizations 
of all workers in a factory.lo In 198o, Bruno Trentin, then the leader of the 
FIOM (Federazione Impiegati Operai Metallurgici: the communist-led engin
eering workers), could declare, with visible satisfaction, that the councils 
were an example of industrial democracy 'without precedent in our past', 
involving the participation in the elections of factory delegates of far more 
workers than in the previous decades (up to 80 per cent in the larger plants).l1 
Another feature of the Italian strike movement was its distinctive insistence 
on wage equality, successfully advocated by the lowest paid workers who 
were at the helm of the movement. On this point workers and students 
shared, albeit telnporarily, one of the strongest 'ethical' dimensions of 'Sixty
eight' - namely, a pronounced distrust of any form of hierarchy in terms of 
skills, rank, merit, achievements, status and pay. Workers in factories asked 
for 'the same salary for all', while students in universities demanded (and 
occasionally obtained) the same examination mark - the top one, naturally. 

The comtnunist-led unions, such as Trentin's FIOM, opposed these egali
tarian demands, which undermined differentials based on skill; while the 
Catholic engineering unions (Federazione Italiana Metallurgici - FIM) sup
ported them, appearing to by-pass the Communists on the Left. As Robert 
Lumley explains, these responses were due more to organizational and 
membership differences than to ideological ones. 12 

Similarly, the protracted industrial conflicts of the 'hot autumn' were due 
not to overtly ideological or political causes, but to concrete factors such as 
the speed-up of assembly lines and the intensification of the work process. 
There was also general dissatisfaction with the quality of life outside the 
factories: the congestion of urban centres; the paucity of adequate infra
structure to cope with the massive internal migration of the previous decade; 
the poor quality of the health system; the inferior calibre of education in 
workingwclass areas. The Italian state had visibly failed to resolve any of 
these problems in spite of the many promises made by the parties of the 
ruling centre-left coalition. The growth in public spending was badly ad
n1inistered and had taken the form of subsidies, an extension of bureaucracy 
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and payments to clienteles. Attempts at planning had failed. Economic policy 
was hampered by the existence of four decision~making centres: the ministries 
of Finance, Treasury, Budget and the Bank of Italy. Entrepreneurs, so much 
admired during the years of the economic miracle, were now reviled and 
accused of being greedy and irresponsible: they exported capital from a 
country which exported labour. Most of all, there was a clear popular 
perception that economic growth had not been matched by a corresponding 
increase in social provision. 

Italy was approaching the prosperity levels of other European countries 
without the welfare system of Britain, France and Germany. In the popular 
consciousness of the time, 'modernity' meant America plus Sweden - that is, 
high levels of private consumption and an efficient welfare state. What was 
missing to make Italy truly 'modern' was the 'sodal' half of the celebrated 
'social market'. This explosive mixture of motivations gave the Italian strike 
movement a distinctive political flavour. 

Paradoxically, the markedly political character of Italian industrial conflict, 
compared with that of other countries (except for France in May~June 1968), 
depended on the relative weakness of the trade unions. A stronger and more 
entrenched union movement would have exercised a greater measure of 
restraint and control over the workers, partly in order to protect vested 
interests, partly so as not to jeopardize existing power relations (of which 
they would have been a part). It was their weakness that led the unions to 
recognize the rank-and-file factory council movement. Had they been stronger, 
they might have tried to co-exist alongside this grassroots movement. 13 

Instead, the unions decided to declare the factory council (elected by all 
workers irrespective of union membership) the de facto organ of the trade 
union on the factory floor. Given that the factory councils, unlike the unions, 
were not split on political lines, this decision had the effect of generating a 
unitary structure at the shop-floor level. Luciano Lama, a con1munist leader 
of the CGIL, always stressed that it was the CGIL which first insisted on the 
;recognition of the factory councils as the only expression of the unions 
inside the factory, and that the main reason was the desire to reconstruct the 
unity of the trade union movement from the bottom up as well as from the 
top down. 14 Such aspirations required the growing independence of the unions 
from the political parties and hence the eventual abandonment of all links 
between the CG IL and the PCI. Consequently, in the few years after the 'hot 
autumn', all CGIL leaders who were in Parliament or on their parties' 
executive committees resigned their seats and posts to dedicate themselves 
to trade union work. This dissociation from formal party politics occurred 
throughout the trade unions and at all levels: even branch trade union 
secretaries could not simultaneously hold any elected office in their local 
party. Similar moves took place in the other two trade union federations. 

The autonomy of trade unions from party politics was part of the strategy 
of the PCI. It thought that the unity of the entire trade union movement 
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would provide a major foundation for its central political aim - namely, the 
formation of a government of national unity with the socialists and the 
Christian democrats similar to the 1944-47 coalition, a new 'historic com
promise'. 

Yet the growing necessity for trade unions to distance themselves from 
party politics was not an Italian prerogative. During periods of recession, in 
which the party of the Left, if in power, attempts to convince the unions to 
exchange wage increases for political gains, trade unions are inevitably politi
cized whatever their response. 1S Such developments lead inexorably to greater 
trade union autonomy, because an authentic bargaining relationship requires 
the genuine, reciprocal independence of the two sides. 

This occurred even in Italy, because none of the government parties was 
in a position to be anti-trade unionism. Christian Democracy had close ties 
with the second largest union, the Catholic CISL (Confederazione Italiana 
Sindacati Lavoratori). The CISL did not want to antagonize the newly 
radicalized workers, many of whom were recent migrants from the south 
who had not joined a union. In the 19 50S the links between the CISL and 
the DC had been useful to both: they delivered working-class votes to the 
DC and governmental access to the CISLo Now the CISL began to find 
these links dysfunctional. 

The position of the socialists and the communists was more complex. The 
Communists were in opposition, but constituted the majority of the CGIL, 
while the socialists, whose party was in government, were in the minority. 
Socialist trade unionists were under pressure from the Social Democratic Party 
and the Republican Party to break with the comnlunists and join the third 
trade union federation, the UIL (Unione Italiana del Lavoro). To keep the 
Socialists inside the CGIL, the communist trade unionists had to avoid using 
their majority to ride roughshod over the Socialist minority, while the Com
munist Party could not use workinghclass unrest in an overtly anti-government 
way, because their own chances of entering a government required some 
understanding with the socialists and, possibly, with the Christian democrats. 

In a similar way, in Germany it was important for the main union federa
tion, the DGB, not to antagonize its own CDU trade unionists by being too 
close to the SPD.16 

Thus, even though working-class militancy was at an exceptionally high 
level, Italian political parties were forced on to a terrain of reciprocal com
promise. The government was too weak for a frontal attack upon militant 
workers. The communists could not use their strength for radical purposes. 
The specific features of the Italian situation - divided Left, strong comnlunist 
party, virtual impossibility of an alternation of parties in power instead of 
leading Italy away from the European norm, fostered convergence towards 
it. In Italy, as elsewhere, government and opposition agreed that in order to 
rule it was necessary to come to some understanding with the trade union 
movement. This created the basis for the growing 'neo-corporatism' of the 
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19705, that is, the development of a triangular relationship between govern
ments, trade unions and employers. 

In Italy working-class unrest resulted in a legal enshrinement of extensive 
working-class rights. The Statuto dei Lavoratori, which became law in May 
1970, made it illegal for employers to discriminate against workers engaged in 
trade union activity, banned company trade unionism, and gave workers 
unfairly dismissed the right to be reinstated. It also gave unions the legal right 
to post union bulletins and to hold meetings in the workplace and in company 
time, for up to ten hours a year. It allowed workers the right to receive 150 

hours of education a year during company time. A general amnesty was 
promulgated for all those charged with offences connected with labour 
disputes prior to passage of the Bill.17 The Statuto dei Lavoratori was proposed 
by communists and socialists, and grudgingly accepted by the parties of the 
centre as a way of forestalling further unrest. It gave legal form to Article 39 
of the constitution, which guaranteed workers the right to form trade unions. 

This extension of political rights to the organized working-class movement 
as a whole was accompanied by the promulgation of legislation extending 
the devolution of power to Italy'S regions. However, no major social reforms 
in health, education and social security were achieved. The Italian state 
became, on paper, one of the most advanced in Europe from the point of 
view of 'social rights'. In practice, its welfare system was inchoate and 
primitive. Some rights come cheap; social reforms are expensive. 

In Sweden the social democrats responded to working-class militancy as 
the Italian trade unions had done: by embracing egalitarianism. However, 
this occurred in the context of the most advanced welfare state in Europe. 

In December 1969, an unofficial strike spread from the largest state-owned 
enterprise in the country, the LKAB iron mines of I<iruna, in northern 
Lapland, beyond the Arctic Circle. IS The reation of the social-democratic 
government was to treat the strike as a symptom of workers' alienation, 
rather than a question of wages, and to build on the report of the Working 
Group on Equality headed by Alva Myrdal, which had been set up by the 
party and the trade unions. Much of the report was dedicated to a balance
sheet of the achievements of the SAP. Its novelty lay in a commitment to 
altering the structural conditions of wages inequality. Labour market policy 
should be directed to reducing differentials by restructuring the tax system, 
i.e. by making it more progressive.19 Priority would be given to improving 
the opportunities of the least privileged groups: women workers, the old, the 
less educated, workers in depressed regions, and immigrants. Many of these 
proposals were not carried out. Redistribution can be popular in conditions 
of growth - when a generalized increase in income makes a decrease in 
differentials more acceptable or of acute national crisis, when solidarity can 
enhance the sense of community required for redistribution. Neither scenario 
obtained in Sweden in the decade that followed. 

The other Swedish response to workers' alienation was to find ways of 
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empowering the workforce by introducing greater consultation and shop
floor democracy. In 1971 the Congress of the largely blue-collar trade union 
federation, the LO, which had previously opposed the idea of workers' 
participation in management in principle, now endorsed a programme for 
employees' co-determination, Industrial Democrary. This followed a trend, 
started in Norway, and followed in most European countries.20 It was a 
reaction against the classic Taylotist model of the highly hierarchical and 
authoritarian organization of factory work, which reduced workers to a mere 
extension of the machine.21 It was not until 1976 that legislative action ensued 
to strengthen the right of trade unions to influence work organization in the 
factories. Whether this reduced the degree of alienation felt by the workers 
depended on the extent of workers' participation in trade union affairs or 
the degree of representativeness of the unions themselves. In Sweden, as in 
other countries, there were already Works Councils, but their operation was 
largely confined to consultation; they had made no noticeable inroads into 
management's rights.22 The Swedish 'official' strikes of 1971, much wider 
than the wildcat ones of 1969, provided the LO with the impetus to examine 
the constitution of wage-earner funds which would be used to purchase a 
growing share of the private sector so as to subject it to closer worker (i.e. 
trade union) control. This paved the way for the Meidner Plan, which will 
be discussed in chapter 23. 

To demand some form of industrial democracy became a common reaction 
to the high level of unofficial strikes in countries with a centralized trade 
union movement. It was an implicit recognition that such strikes were not 
simply a challenge to the employers, but also to the established trade unions 
and their political allies, the parties of the Left. The call for industrial 
democracy was a 'constructed' response to a phenomenon of factory-level 
di~content which had no straightforward explanation. Left-wing revolution
aries viewed such discontent as an expression of latent socialist consciousness. 
Sociologists resorted to the category of alienation. Less sympathetically, shop
floor militancy was viewed by anti-trade unionists (and by some not so anti-) 
as a form of \vorlcingftclass acquisitiveness, the mirror-image of middle-class 
greed, whereby one's position in the production process could be used to 
extract as many concessions as possible, without any regard for the welfare 
of others or the prosperity of society as a whole. From the point of view of 
the established socialist parties, industrial democracy represented a threat to 
the traditional organization of the working class and had to be stamped out 
or dealt with. In, this context, the call for industrial democracy was a way of 
re-establishing some order in industrial relations so as to reassert the authority 
of the trade unions: nearly all proposals for greater industrial democracy 
gave a major role to trade unions. It is no surprise that this was taken 
seriously mainly in countries such as Sweden and Germany, where a tradition 
of co-operation existed between government and a centralized trade union 
movement. In Britain, France and Italy, among others, industrial democracy 
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remained a demand articulated by a minority. In Belgium both main unions 
adopted the principles of autogestion in 1971, but little was done to find ways 
of implementing it and the idea remained as vague as it did elsewhere.23 

In Belgium, as in France and Italy, the trade union movement was divided. 
Though formally independent of political parties, the Federation Generale 
du Travail de Belgique (FGTB) was in fact the union which socialist workers 
joined, while Catholics, who supported the Christian Social Party, were to be 
found in the Confederation des Syndicats Chretiens (CSC) which, in the 
1960s, had become larger than the FGTB. Even the Liberal Party, the Parti 
de la Liberti: et du Progres (PLP) , had a corresponding union.24 However, 
these trade union divisions - later multiplied by the increasing weight of the 
linguistic conflict between Flemish and Walloon - had less effect than those 
in France and Italy, because the political allies of the unions were in power 
in coalition for the best part of the 1960-71 period. Industrial relations, in 
spite of trade union divisions, were highly centralized, as in Austria and 
Sweden, and wage-drift was not as extensive as in Britain. A tripartite 
organization of employers, unions and government, the National Committee 
for Economic Expansion, dealt with hours of work and working conditions 
in general. Pay negotiations were handled through industry-wide bargaining 
sessions. The result was that, despite rising concern about inflation, no Belgian 
government attempted to introduce an incomes policy.25 

In Britain, on the contrary, incomes policy was chosen by the Labour 
government as the method for dealing with in Ration and industrial relations. 
Historical precedents could be found in the pay pauses of the Attlee govern
ments of 1945-51 and the Conservative administration of 1959-64. At the 
very outset, the Wilson government assumed that it could not fulfil its 
economic and social objectives (as embodied, for instance, in the National 
Plan) without some agreement on wages. In reality, wage control very soon 
became part of the economic armoury deployed to prevent devaluation and 
defend sterling.26 

Neither incomes policy nor the defence of sterling was a major success. 
The ineffective 1964 agreement between the government and the rue, with 
the National Board for Prices and Incomes, was followed by the equally 
ineffective TUC-government agreement of 1965. In 1966 the government 
decreed a statutory pay freeze and imposed further pay norms through to 
1969. Whether or not these policies had a significant effect on the movement 
of wages and prices is difficult to establish. Computations hinge on unverifi
able estimates of the extent to which wages would have increased in their 
absence. Moreover, one would need to ascertain which alternative policies 
would have been implemented, as well as their intended and unintended 
effects. For instance, had deflation been used instead of an incomes policy, 
it would almost certainly have caused an increase in unemployment which, 
in turn, would have brought about a containment of demand with negative 
effects on investment and wage demands. 
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Uncertainty surrounds the economic effects of incomes policies; but the 
speculative historian need not remain silent as to their political and social 
consequences. The incomes policy saga contributed to the systematic deterior
ation of the relationship between the Labour government and the trade 
union movement. The long-term effects are mote difficult to judge, though 
it is legitimate to suggest that the insistence on incomes policy helped to fix 
'the union problem' in the public consciousness as one of the major obstacles 
to the regeneration of British industry, even if very few professional eco~ 
nomists saw it that way. As trade unionism was usually associated with 
socialism, there emerged a popular view which assumed that socialist methods 
and principles were incompatible with economic prosperity. 

There were no planners in the Labour government ready to argue for an 
incomes policy which would regulate the growth of wages according to criteria 
of equity (Le. in the direction of a narrowing of differentials). Had such a 
policy existed, the unions would have fought tooth and nail against it except, 
of course, for those whose members were among the low paid. From the 
point of vie\v of the Labour government, such a division might have been 
preferable to having the entire movement solidly against it. It is true that 
each successive incomes policy statement after 1966 provided that the lower 
paid should receive preferential treatment, but there was never any agreed 
definition as to what constituted low pay.27 Nloreover, incomes policies tended 
to favour productivity agreements as the main justification for a wage increase. 
This quickly became a loophole, and an unfair one, since an increase in 
productivity generally has little to do with workers and much to do with 
productive techniques and investments in plants and machinery. Consequently, 
differentials widened simply because some workers were lucky enough to 
find themselves in fast-growing firms whose productivity growth could easily 
be measured.28 This excluded many deserving public sector categories such 
as refuse collectors, miners, firefighters and academics. 

The peculiarity of the British situation was that there existed two systems 
of industrial relations operating side by side: a formal system, in which 
agreement was arrived at through industry-wide or national negotiation, and 
which established the broad guidelines for pay and conditions; and an informal 
one, operating at the local level where actual pay and conditions were 
ultimately set. It was the view of many industrial relations experts that over 
the years the formal system had become a sham, while the informal one had 
achieved dominance. This view was embodied in the report produced by the 
Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers Associations (the 
Donovan Commission), which had been established in 1965 by Harold 
Wilson.29 The view that Britain was especially strike-prone was not widely 
held among specialists, though it certainly held sway among the public at 
large. It was generally supposed that British workers went on strike more 
frequently than in other countries, and for trivial reasons such as tea-breaks 
(though only those who have done a day's back-breaking work on a building 
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site as I have realize that a tea-break, in certain circumstances, is a 
fundamental human right and also an aid to productivity).3o 

The Donovan Report suggested that the time had come to redress the 
balance between the formal and informal systems. In practice, this would 
have entailed the centralization of the system of collective bargaining. But 
there was no reason a priori why a centralized system should be more efficient 
in the determination of wages than a highly decentralized one; and, in 
principle, there were no strong empirical grounds for preferring one system 
to the other. Controversy raged, though it was not always a clear~cut issue 
of Right versus Left: 'revolutionary' supporters of rank-and-file action joined 
forces (in theory) with neo-liberal economists in extolling the superiority of 
flexible, locally determined pay agreements over anything determined at the 
top. Many experts, however, believed that the more decentralized a wages 
bargaining system was, the faster wages were likely to move in whatever 
direction they were moving anyway. The consequence of this was that in an 
inflationary situation wages would increase faster in a decentralized system 
than in a centralized one, and so the level of unemployment required to 
check wages would 'have to be higher.31 In the absence of a consensus among 
specialists, political considerations prevailed over economic ones, as is usually 
the case. The understandable, though controversial, social~democratic policy 
to follow was therefore towards centralizing the trade unions. Those who 
opposed this could be found throughout the political spectrum: from the 
Labour left to the Communist Party (small but influential in the unions), the 
trade unions, the Labour right, and the neo-liberals of the Conservative Party 
(whose hour had not yet arrived). A common leftist cliche was that shop
floor activists were 'spontaneous' socialists, while union leaders were dreary 
and unimaginative bureaucrats. 

Whatever the truth of this, it was clear that in order to achieve a political 
understanding with the union leadership, it was necessary to strengthen their 
hands and move towards centralization. This is why the Labour government's 
new first secretary of state for employment and productivity, Barbara Castle, 
produced a White Paper in January 1969 which sought to embody some of 
the main suggestions of the Donovan report: In Place oj Strife, an unhappily 
named document which, far from encouraging peace, provoked the hostility 
of the trade unions and a significant section of the party, including some of 
the most powerful members of the cabinet. What Castle tried to do was to 
centralize the British trade union movement - an essential precondition for 
the development of a more political role for British unions. The chances of 
'success were considerable. Castle was a stalwart of the Labour left. The new 
generation of trade union leaders were more left-inclined than ever before. 
By 1967, four of the five largest unions affiliated to the Labour Party had 
elected left-wing leaders: Hugh Scanlon led the engineers, Jack Jones, the 
Transport and General Workers' Union, Lawrence Daly was in charge of the 
miners, and Richard Seabrook of the shopworkers.32 Unfortunately for Castle, 
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these leaders had the 'wrong' left ideology. They believed in rank-and-file 
power and militancy. This, after all, was where their own power effectively 
resided. The TUC mobilized its nominee MPs across the political spectrum: 
fifty-three voted against In Place of Strife and forty abstained - the largest 
rebellion of the 1966-70 Parliament.33 

More important than the ideology of these 'left' trade union leaders was 
the fact that the structure of the labour movement - the multiplicity of craft 
unions, loosely linked by membership of the TUC ~ made it impossible to 
develop anything remotely resembling a coherent trade union policy. Inter
union rivalry, union leaders' fear of being forced into unpredictable com
promises, the short-sightedness of politicians such as Jim Callaghan (the 
most senior minister to side against Castle), the conviction of modernizers 
such as Tony Crosland that the Bill could not be made to work,34 and the 
predictable reflexes of much of the traditional Labour left, all coalesced to 
defeat In Place of Strife. Never again would the Labour Party seek to legislate 
a framework for industrial relations. The task of reforming the trade unions 
would be left to the Conservative Party, with limited success between 1970 
and 1974, and with stunning success after 1979. Its aim, of course, was the 
very opposite of Barbara Castle's: the obliteration of trade unionism as a 
political force - the termination of its status as 'an estate of the realm', to 
use Middlemas's felicitous phrase.35 

The phenomenon of shop-floor industrial unrest did not spare Germany, 
one of the least strike-prone countries of Western Europe. In September 
1969, widespread unofficial strikes caught most observers by surprise. 'Main
stream' (Le. non-Marxist) social scientists had emphasized the integration of 
the working class in the Germany of the economic miracle; student protestors 
inspired by Herbert Matcuse's thesis of the development of 'one-dimensional' 
man concurred: the working class could be written off as a force for change.36 

A popular explanation of these strikes was that they were the direct result of 
the German miracle: full employment had strengthened job security and 
heightened expectations. Workers were more likely to be militant under a 
social-democratic government than a conservative one committed to monet
arism and indifferent to greater unemployment. 37 

The significance of the German strikes of September 1969 the Sep~ 
temberstreiks - was not that they were massive, but that they were unofficial. 
More days were lost in strikes and more workers had been involved in 1963, 
and in the recession of 1966-67, than in 1969.38 The strikes of 1963 were 
disciplined affairs, concentrated in one industry (engineering) and directed by 
one big and centralized union (IG-Metall). The strikes of 1969, like those of 
1966-67, 'seemed to represent a challenge to the cohesion and consensus 
which had been the outstanding feature of West German industrial relations 
and economic development since the early 1950S'.39 More specifically, they 
were a reaction against the government's attempt to establish a new incomes 
policy through the Konzertierte Aktion procedure established in 1966-67, 'one 
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of the first fruits of the labour movement's increasing partIc1pation in 
economic planning'.40 During the recession of 1967, nominal earnings, as 
opposed to real wages, had risen by only 3.2. per cent. Workers in the steel 
industry felt they deserved more than that. This was understandable given 
that productivity in general, in the steel industry especially, had increased 
considerably.4 t 

Whatever the causes, the Septeftlberstreiks enabled IG~Metall to renegotiate 
the 8 per cent increase achieved in August and obtain a better deal, while re
establishing the importance of this union as the wage locomotive of German 
industry. This enabled other unions to follow suit in obtaining higher wages, 
although, as a result, the union leadership relinquished some of its central 
control over wage bargaining to regional representatives.42 

As in France with autogestiotl (see below), and in Norway and Sweden with 
Industrialt Demokrati, the West German political response to working-class 
unrest was the promise, made in 1972., to extend co-determination in industry 
to match the system which had operated in the coal and steel industries since 
the early 19508. On the shop floor there had been little demand for this. The 
law (passed only in 1976) was the result of pressure from union leaders, with 
backlng from the SPD. Pressure from below was not significant. Frequent 
surveys showed that only a small percentage of workers in the steel and coal 
industries had personally benefited from it.43 The most notable achievement 
of the co-determination legislation in the 1970S was at the enterprise level: 
it allowed a smooth evolution of industrial change, i.e. redundancies and 
rationalization with little unrest. It had no effect on wages, for which it was 
not designed anyway, but was not very effective in inducing a growth of 
shop-floor control, which it was meant to do.44 Far more significant for 
industrial relations was the Arbeitsfiirderutlgsgesetz (Employment Promotion Law) 
of 1969, which provided funds for the retraining of workers, the basis of an 
active labour market policy. 

In France, the largest strike wave in modern history had a relatively modest 
impact on industrial relations.45 Nevertheless, it facilitated the unity of the 
trade unions and of the parties of the Left. As elsewhere, the vicissitudes of 
a divided Left were paralleled by developments in the unions. Thus, in France, 
the long and painful march towards communist-socialist unity required some 
major shifts in union alignment. As the leaders of the CGT, the largest trade 
union federation, were also in the leadership of the PCF, it could be assumed 
that the union would follow it in its political strategy, in line with the Leninist 
principle that the unions are the 'transmission belts' of the party. The CFTC 
(Confederation Fran<;aise des Travailleurs Chretiens), the second union federa
tion, used to be close to the Catholic party, the old MRP; in 1964 it 
transformed itself into an independent, lay and left-wing trade union associ
ation, the CFDT. While an intransigent minority remained in the old CFTC 
(with government support), the CFDT moved closer to the Socialist Party 
and reached an accord with the communist CGT in January 1966, leaving to 
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the third trade union federation, Force Ouvriere (FO), the monopoly of anti
communist trade unionism.46 Thus, in the early 1970S there was considerable 
entente between the CFDT and the CGT.47 

The May events had pushed the CFDT to the left and, at its Thirty-fifth 
Congress in May 1970, it gave primacy to the class struggle, proclaimed its 
commitment to autogestion, and claimed to belong to the 'socialist family'.48 
As if to dumbfound the naive observer, the CFDT, whose image was closely 
identified with modern and forward-looking unionism, revived the class 
slogans of the socialist tradition with ardour; while the communist CGT, 
widely regarded as being led by hard-core unreconstructed Stalinists (a not 
unfair description), followed the PCF in supporting representative democracy 
and the French motherland. 

With fewer inhibitions than the CGT, the CFDT looked with benevolence 
on spontaneous strikes (which tended to occur where it was weak anyway), 
was more ready to defend the rights of marginal workers, and was more 
tolerant of gauchistes. 49 Its less centralized structures and looser ideology 
(compared to the CGT) made the CFDT the natural home for disaffected 
Trotskyists and assorted soixante-huitards ('68ers).50 This was not unique to 
France: parallel developments occurred elsewhere. In Italy many sessantottini 
found refuge and work in the Catholic union, the CISL; and in Germany 
many former student agitators got jobs in the unions, to the distress of some 
union leaders who tried to weed them out. 51 

In Britain, although student unrest had been a rather muted affair, the 
largely middle-class unions ASTMS and TASS had a left-wing leadership 
more in tune with the radical 1960s than that of most industrial unions. 
What was exclusive to French trade unionism was that it was not particularly 
concentrated on blue-collar workers. Not only had the cadres - that is, the 
supervisors and managerial staffs - been unionized for over forty years, but, 
by the early 1970s, the teachers' union (the FEN: Federation de I'Education 
Nationale) was the largest in the country, recruiting from all sectors of 
education, from primary schools to universities. This union, organized separ
ately from the three major confederations, had more members than all the 
engineering workers' unions combined.52 

Notwithstanding this, middle-class radicalism never succeeded in its grand 
design, that of rallying 'ordinary working people' to its own brand of politics. 
As we have noted, encouraged by the wave of working-class militancy, many 
gauchistes joined the traditional organizations of the labour movement. But 
this compounded the problems of the socialist parties. While more \vorkers 
than ever before were expressing their discontent, fewer and fewer socialist 
activists belonged to the working class. By the early 1960s, de-proletarian
ization was already evident in the French and Italian socialist parties, both 
outflanked on their left by important communist parties with stronger roots 
in the working class. A similar trend towards the embourgeoisement of 
activists and leaders though not necessarily of electoral supporters was 
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confronting other well-entrenched socialist parties. In Britain the decline of 
working-class representation was one of the most striking characteristics of 
the evolution of the British political elite. 53 While half of the members of the 
Labour government of the 19405 were working-class, this proportion had 
dwindled to almost zero in the Labour cabinet of 1969. S4 

The revival of working-class radicalism had one striking effect: it increased 
the intellectual plausibility of its middle-class counterpart by providing sound 
empirical ammunition to those who argued that the era of class politics was 
far from over. The renewed vigour of Marxism in the West (it had been 
abundantly discredited in the East by its transformation into a state religion) 
owed much of its impulse to the fact that authentic proletarians, their hands 
soiled by the 'real' work of manufacturing (as if scholarly travails cannot he 
stressful), were not just drinking their pay-packets, watching, in semi-stupefied 
slumber, the mindless parade of the cultural products of advanced capitalism 
on television. They had taken to the streets (to use a favourite image of the 
time), and were plunging Europe into a maelstrom of industrial unrest. 

This unrest, like all historical processes, lent itself to a multiplicity of 
interpretations, not all of them comforting to socialists. However~ what it 
unquestionably did was to bring back to the fore an issue which many 
socialists thought belonged to the past: can the working class still be a 
revolutionary class? Among those who asked this with particular energy were 
neither the workers, nor their leaders, but the educated youth of the 1960s. 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

The Revival of Ideology and 
the Student Contestation 

IN THE annus mirabilis of 1968, students were in the forefront of political 
struggles in the most disparate settings. In China they were in the vanguard 
of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution called by Mao Zedong under the 
slogan of 'Bombard the Headquarters', with the apparent purpose of blocking 
the 'capitalist readers' in the Chinese Communist Party. In Czechoslovakia 
the students took a leading role during the Prague Spring, on behalf of a non
Soviet, libertarian and pluralistic 'socialism with a human face'. This was the 
most important attempt at a reform of established communist rule until the 
advent of Mikhail Gorbachev in the 19805. In Mexico the students marched 
against a corrupt one-party system. In the resulting repression, more than 
twenty of them were killed and seventy-five wounded by the police in the 
course of demonstrations and riots preceding the Mexico City Olympic Games 
in September-October 1968. In many Latin American countries, such as 
Columbia, universities had been turned into no-go areas for the police or the 
armed forces. In the USA the struggles against an unwinnable war in South 
East Asia, against militarism, for civil rights, were overwhelmingly dominated 
by student activists. In Japan, otherwise obedient and deferential students 
exploded in a display of street violence unseen elsewhere. 

In Europe, the student movement was strongest in West Germany, France, 
Italy, Holland and Sweden. It was more subdued in Norway, Denmark and 
in Great Britain. In Southern European authoritarian states, such as Spain 
and Portugal (and Greece after the 1967 military coup), students constituted 
one of the most vociferous anti-government groups, in spite of the far more 
ov~rt repression they encountered. 

This movement was unanticipated and mote puzzling than the revival of 
working-class militancy. Contrary to expectation, among those born during 
or immediately after the war, the so-called 'baby-boomers', there was a 
renewed interest in socialism and a wider commitment to values which can 
only be generally described as 'anti-establishment'. The most visible form of 
this movement was the student 'revolt' - in reality, little more than occupa
tions of university buildings and largely peaceful street demonstrations -
which punctuated the final years of the decade. Much of this contradicted 
the general assumption behind the socialist revisionism of the 19 50S, namely, 
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that the era of ideology had come to an end, that anti-capitalism had to be 
replaced by a commitment to the mixed economy and piecemeal reforms, 
and that the overarching categories of Marxism had become anachronistic 
and irrelevant to the political struggle of advanced capitalist societies. 

Most of the parties of the Left did not take the students seriously. In 
Europe their 'revolts' were actually fairly low-key - with the exception of 
those that took place in France and Italy. In spite of the strong emphasis on 
the war in Vietnam, the challenge was in fact cultural rather than narrowly 
political; and modern socialist parties took little notice of culture. In his 800~ 
page men10irs of 1964-70, Harold Wilson mentions student unrest once and 
then only because his car was blocked by students in Cambridge while he was 
going to address the Eastern Regional Council of the Labour Party. 1 His 
secretary of state for education, Edward Short, a former schoolmaster, was 
less temperate. In a speech to the House of Commons on 2.9 January 1969, 
he attributed the occupation of the London School of Economics (supported 
by a large proportion of the student body) to a 'tiny handful of people - fewer 
than one-half of I per cent of the 3,000 at the LSE. Of these, at least four 
are from the United States.' Having branded such an obviously less than fully 
British cohort as the 'thugs of the academic world ... not even respectable 
Marxists', Short added, somewhat contradictorily: 'I hope no-one in this House 
or outside will underestimate the long-term effect of this kind of activity. It 
can only result in the slow rotting of institutions like the London School of 
Economics.'2 How so much could be achieved by a tiny handful of 'academic 
thugs' is still an unsolved mystery. Short had tried to appear sympathetic to 
what was a genuine student commitment to action against racism and the war 
in Vietnam, and for the democratization of the universities; yet his 'academic 
thugs' remark was remembered as the characteristically pompous retort of a 
dull and second-rate politician. 

In Germany the reaction from the SPD to much more serious student 
unrest was not systematically hostile: Gustav Heinemann, minister of justice 
and later president of the Federal Republic, kept his distance from the more 
intemperate proponents of a tough approach.3 

In Italy, where the unrest had become serious, the leading Italian politician 
of the time, the Christian Democratic leader AIda Moro, interpreted it in the 
following sensitive, if tortuous way: 'the fact that the young, perceiving 
themselves to be at a turning-point in history, do not feel at home in this 
society and wish to challenge it, (is) a sign of portentous changes and of the 
difficult travails within which a new humanity is born.' 4 

In France, by contrast, the PCF felt sufficiently threatened by student 
criticism to respond in kind. It claimed that the young and the students were 
not a homogeneous class, and therefore could not lead the revolution; that 
their gauchisme was of unmistakable petty-bourgeois origin; and that they were 
manipulated by Gaullism.5 

What was certainly new, in England, Italy and elsewhere, was that a 
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significant minority, not just a handful, of young intellectuals from the middle 
classes had adopted a style of political behaviour which was different from 
that of the rest of society: they emphasized new issues, such as direct 
participation and involvement in their immediate affairs, and used methods 
of. struggle which were new or had not been used for a long time. Many 
rediscovered, adapted and even gave a new lease of life to an invigorated 
form of Marxism. 

It is true that in some Left parties aspects of Marxist terminology had 
survived the onslaught of revisionism. But the status of this semi-official 
Marxism was increasingly symbolic and represented little more than a vague 
commitment to the 'final aim', Only in the remaining communist parties 
were Marxist categories still used to construct a strategy. Otherwise, Marxism 
as a system of thought had become increasingly divorced from political 
practice. It tended to be confined to intellectual circles and dominated by 
philosophers rather than economists or political theorists.6 

Many of the Marxist intellectuals active in Germany and Britain in the 
1960s had no impact at all on the mainstream social-democratic parties. 
Usually communists, ex-communists, or 'dissident' intellectuals, they were, 
however, disproportionately influential among younger intellectuals, and some 
of them achieved national and international renown. In Britain, Marxist 
historians such as Christopher Hill, E. P. Thompson and Eric J. Hobsbawm 
had considerable prestige and following, and enjoyed a solid professional 
standing. In France and in Italy the central categories used to interpret, 
respectively, the French Revolution and the Italian Risorgimento were those 
elaborated by lYfarxist historians. Italian Marxism was substantially a monopoly 
of Communist Party intellectuals, at least until the mid- I 960s, even though 
many intellectuals who had left the party after the revelation of the crimes 
of Stalinism and the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956, remained Marxist 
and committed to the Left. 

The new generation of Marxists also reappraised Marxist works which 
had been little studied in the past or half-forgotten, either because they did 
not conform to the official views of communist parties or because they had 
fallen victim to the social-democratic insouciance towards Marxist theory. 
This led to a flowering of studies on the works of the young Marx, Rosa 
Luxemburg, Antonio Gramsci, Georg Lukacs, Karl I(orsch and many others. 
Of enormous though temporary influence were the writings of Louis 
Althusser, especially POJlr il1arx and Lire Ie Capital (1965). In the Anglo-Saxon 
world these developments had two consequences: a close study of Marx and 
the German classical tradition which had been totally ignored by academic 
philosophy; and an interest in social theory. This paved the way for the 
growing influence of French thinkers in American and British universities: 
Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jacques Lacan and others. 
The subsequent and paradoxical outcome of this importation was the eventual 
disengagement of many intellectuals from Marxism. 



THE GREAT CONTESTATION 

The term 'revival of Marxism' is inadequate to explain the growing fascina
tion for the doctrine among so many student activists. The new Marxism 
differed considerably from that of the Second and Third Internationals. Much 
of it was based on texts written or conceived in the 19 50S which could 
hardly be considered 'Marxist': Herbert Marcuse's One-Dimensional Man (1964) 
and Eros and Civilization (1955); Erich Fromm's The Art oj Loving (1956); 
Frantz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth (1961). The young Marxists and their 
older teachers took issue with what had hitherto been the two main models 
of socialism: that developed by Stalin and his successors; and the gradualist 
Bernsteinian model. Unlike the older form of Marxism which, in its heyday, 
had captured the imagination of many working-class activists, the new Marx
ism remained confined to the intellectuals. While it never realized its objective 
- to become the dominant ideology of a renewed working-class movement 
- neo-Marxism succeeded in establishing itself as a serious intellectual force 
in the advanced capitalist countries. By the 1980s, while socialism appeared 
to have become a spent force in much of Western Europe, and while even 
liberal progressivism was on the retreat in the United States, a critical 'anti
bourgeois' attitude, directly or indirectly inspired by some version or other 
of Marxism, was present throughout the humanities and social sciences 
faculties of most Western universities. This was true even in countries, such 
as the United States and Britain, which never had a powerful tradition of 
political Marxism. 

It was not just Marxism which was revived in the 1960s, but a distinctly 
anti-establishment culture. The economic successes of consumer capitalism, 
buttressed by the welfare state and legitimized by representative democratic 
institutions, had not generated a placated and satisfied intelligentsia. In 
Germany left-wing and liberal intellectuals challenged the unwillingness of 
the complacent Bundesrepublik to look critically at its past. The historian 
Fritz Fischer attributed the causes of the First World War to German 
militarism. The playwright Rolph Hochhuth wrote a play in 1963, The Deputy, 
in which he accused the Pope of not having used his influence to condemn 
the genocide of the Jews - an accusation directed by extension against all 
those who remained silent during the Holocaust. A moral avant-garde, 
spearheaded by writers such as Gunter Grass and Heinrich Boll of Gruppe 
1947, sought to become the moral conscience of Germany. The group had 
been created in 1947 - hence its name - with the declaration: 

Let those who want to hide their faces hide them when they learn our history. We 
did not survive the collapse of a sham world only to create another world of 
illusions on the ruins of this one. Only he whose knowledge of the most recent 
past has burdened him has the right today to write and to come before the public.7 

Such moral affirmations from an elite began to have an impact only in the 
1960s, when meetings of Gruppe 47 became media events and the group in 
turn became a target of student demonstrations for having failed to become 
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politically involved in the anti-Vietnam War movement. By that time, many 
German intellectuals had become convinced that the political system of the 
Federal Republic of Germany was 'beyond repair'.8 In 1968 only 32 per cent 
of students were satisfied with the German political system.9 

In Italy, too, the majority of important writers and film-makers belonged 
to the 'Left'. This term needs qualifying. To be 'left' in Italy in the 1960s 
meant to be strongly anti-fascist, not anti-communist, resentful of the in
fluence of the Roman Catholic hierarchy, hostile towards the ruling Christian 
Democratic Party, and generally alienated from the provincialism of Italy. 
Above all, it meant to be 'modern'. The list of those who fit this particular 
bill includes much of what was best in post-war Italian culture: Alberto 
Moravia, Italo Calvina, Elsa Morante, Natalia Ginzburg, Giorgio Bassani, 
Franco Fortini, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Federico Fellini, Mario Monicelli, 
Michelangelo Antonioni. Similar claims can be made for writers and film
makers in France and other countries. These oppositional intellectuals, unlike 
their predecessors or their contemporaries in Eastern Europe, were usually 
respected and feted. There was an established left-wing culture which could 
nourish and sustain the new 'counter-culture' developing within the younger 
generation. 

As new forms of mass youth culture were being created, they were 
promptly marketed and distributed by the same capitalist system which 
attracted so much odium: distinct hairstyles, clothes 'for the young', and 
popular music which only the young (and the young at heart) enjoyed. It 
seemed as if the entire purpose of these new cultural forms was to establish 
the identity, and hence the separate nature, of the category of 'youth'. By 
itself this was not new: in late-nineteenth-century Manchester, the young 
street fighter or 'scuttler' 'had his own style of dress - the union shirt, bell
bottomed trousers, the heavy leather belt ... and the thick, iron-shod clogs. 
His girl-friend commonly wore clogs and shawl and a skirt with vertical 
stripes.'IO Dora Russell, recollecting her quite different youth during the First 
World War, wrote: 

Life in Chelsea suited me. I had begun to abandon bourgeois style of dress. The 
modern hippies are no pioneers in marking themselves out by unusual apparel ... 
We made our own clothes, at this time peasant-style pinafore dresses of vivid 
cretonne, over a very bright coloured blouse,ll 

These early fonns of 'youth culture' had been highly localized. In the 19 50S 

and 19605 it cut across classes and nations, spread by the worldwide diffusion 
of US popular music and films. 

In this sphere the British and the Americans reigned supreme, though the 
British were less advanced than the Germans, the French or the Italians in 
avant-garde culture. Youth and pop culture emanated from the United States, 
but an original native British version seized the imagination of youth through
out Europe. How and why this occurred has remained unexplained. The 
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celebrated clothes designer, Mary Quant, whose audacious mini-skirts became 
the symbol of the swinging London of the 1960s, captured the Zeitgeist 
perfectly when she modestly explained that she did not cause the new climate, 
but caught (before other designers) 'an intangible "something in the air"'. 
What designers had to do, she stressed, was to 'catch the spirit of the day 
and interpret it in clothes'.12 Some of the attitudes, peculiarities and eccentri
cities which, at the beginning of the century, had been the prerogative of the 
unconventional bohemian, the half-invented literary dweller of Montmartre 
and Chelsea, the debauched frequenter of Berlin cabarets, became a mass 
phenomenon. In the 19605, all those who wanted to could distinguish them
selves. The paradox of mass eccentricity became possible. 

It is in the interplay of this twin-faceted phenomenon - an anti
establishment culture with an elitist and avant-garde profile, resting on popular 
foundations - that the student movement developed. It should not be 
thought, however, that student activism ever 'dominated' the universities, or 
that student activists were ever in the majority, or that Marxism became the 
uncontested ideology of the student movement. The single most important 
strand of the activists' ideology was a strong anti-authoritarianism. This was 
accompanied by a dislike of rules and bureaucracy, a suspicion of repres
entative and delegated authority, and a strong sympathy for the oppressed, 
especially those oppressed by racial discrimination. Apart from such des
criptive enunciations, it is difficult to provide an adequate analysis of the 
phenomenon of student and youth protest. Even though its protagonists 
operated mainly in institutions of higher education, and even though many 
of them became teachers and educators theo1selves, this remains a much 
under-researched area. 

There is as yet no comprehensive explanation of why, towards the end of 
the 1960s, so many students in so many countries took part in political 
activities of a pronounced left-wing nature. In so far as there was a 'move
mene, it was never coherent) never united and always impervious to easy 
categorization. For instance, the central importance of the war in Vietnam as 
a strong - perhaps the strongest - catalyst of the student protests of 1967-
72, should not lead anyone to suspect them of cultural anti-Americanism. 
The movement always distinguished between the activities of the US govern
ment - for which there was an attitude of total contempt - and 'America', 
which still provided the model for modernity. European students who 
marched against the war in Vietnam in fact had considerable sympathy for 
American students, who were liable to be drafted. The civil tights and anti
war movements of the USA were a source of inspiration. Radical students in 
Europe enjoyed the rhythm of American music, adopted American termino
logy and drugs, sang American protest songs, wore American clothes. Neither 
Soviet nor Chinese culture had the slightest impact on student protestors. 
'Sex, drugs and rock-and-roll' were more central to student culture than the 
works of I<arl Marx; the former, of course, did not exclude the latter. 
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What baffled and still baffles scholars is that, under the cover of a great 
similarity in behaviour, style, fashion and action, the trend displayed a complex 
array of contradictory values. Hard-core young Stalinists or Trotskyists went 
round with long hair and in tight jeans. Maoists enjoyed listening to the 
Rolling Stones' 'I Can't Get No Satisfaction'. Defence of individualism and 
distaste for bureaucracy went hand in hand with staunch advocacy of state 
or collective action against racism and poverty. Avowed libertarians urged 
withdrawing free speech from supporters of far-right groups. In the name of 
liberalism, student radicals defended the autonomy of the universities against 
the encroachments of capitalism, and condemned any funding from private 
enterprise or government departments connected to the police and the armed 
forces. At the same time, they criticized the liberal, elitist and allegedly 
'irrelevanf nature of much academic research, demanded that the universities 
should no longer be ivory towers and a preserve for the few, and should 
instead serve society and the people. 

Profound dislike for a consumer society capable of brainwashing its citizens 
was allied to an irrepressible consumerism and support for mass and 'pop' 
culture. The young were the children of growth, development, technical 
progress; yet many despised it, and became fascinated by the idea of a return 
to nature, to communal life, to uncomplicated religious certainties. It was as 
if the children of mass society turned against it, yet could not really escape 
it; no wonder the Freudian metaphor of 'killing the father' was often invoked 
to explain the apparently aberrant behaviour of the young. 

Some student activists claimed that the working class should be written 
off as the principal agency of social change. The evidence seemed to be 
before their eyes: the workers had become Marcuse's 'one-dimensional men' 
and \vere content to stay at home and allow the bourgeoisie to brainwash 
them with television. The new revolutionary class was 'youth', or 'the 
students', or a new class of technicians, or the peoples of the Third World. 
Others, however, refused to write off the workers. The unofficial strikes 
erupting throughout Europe, May '68 in France, and the 'hot autumn' of 
1969 in Italy, proved, on the contrary, that the class struggle was reviving. 
Far from being co-opted, the working class had become the spearhead of the 
struggle for a new social order - or so it seemed. 

The student demand for a democratization of all institutions assumed that 
the majority of those involved in the process would want some form of 
socialism: everyone's 'true' consciousness was socialist, at least potentially. If 
required> consciousness could be 'raised' by example, education or personal 
experience. 

Though the students were keen to break with the old and espouse the 
new, there was a great deal of curiosity about the past, as long as it was a 
'new>, regained past, rescued from the clutches of a bourgeois class whose 
paid agents, the bourgeois historians, had kept it under wraps. There was a 
robust identification with the 'losers' in history, and a haunting search for 
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the opportunities and chances missed by the revolutionaries of yesteryear. 
The new 'subversives', like all subversives, needed their present to be firmly 
anchored in the past. Myth-making is a universal necessity. 

It may be impossible to demonstrate the beneficial impact of the cultural 
unrest of the 19605 on the decades that follow. It is difficult to minimize its 
importance: it contributed, directly and indirectly, to the birth of mass 
feminism, to the ecological movement, to the growth, expansion and diffusion 
of the importance of subjectivity and consciousness, to the recognition of 
the existence of institutionalized and disguised forms of racism and repression. 
In academia, the movement directly or indirectly led to a revolution in the 
humanities and the social sciences: the development and spread of social 
history in all its forms, the growth of sociology, the flowering of inter
disciplinary approaches, the evolution of increasingly sophisticated theoretical 
methods. University reforms in Germany and France are directly attributable 
to student radicalism. 

In politics the effects appeared negligible. No political party of any major 
weight developed out of the organizational structures devised by the student 
activists. No established party suffered unduly, or prospered particularly, as 
a consequence of the movement. All attempts to construct a more or less 
revolutionary party in opposition to the traditional socialist and communist 
organizations utterly failed, and all efforts to capture these organizations and 
subvert them were successfully repelled. Yet some of the long-term influence 
of the I960s on politics manifested itself in unlikely quarters in the 1980s 
and 1990s: some of the individualism and anti-state rhetoric of the period 
was captured by a reconstructed conservatism with its emphasis on 'getting 
the state off the backs of the people' - a far more 1960$' slogan than 
anything subsequently invented by the parties of the Left. To some extent, 
May 1968 was the first step towards the dissolution of the Jacobin language 
of revolutionary politics which had for so long prevailed in France.13 

The extraordinary concurrence of student unrest in Tokyo and Mexico 
City, Prague and Berkeley, Paris and Peking may be explained by identifying 
some common factors. For instance, the internationalization of mass media 
made it possible for students of the Bocconi University of Milan to know at 
once of the demands and actions of students three thousand miles away, at 
Columbia University in New York, for all of them to read the same books, 
see the same films, sing the same songs. Peasants in revolt in years gone by 
could never be members of this new global village. The student untest, though 
anti-capitalist in its values, could only have occurred once capitalist develop
ment had finally brought about that mass society which had been discussed 
for more than half a century. What was once a consumption market of the 
few had become the consumer society for the majority. What had been an elite 
education system had expanded access to hundreds of thousands. The circula
tion of ideas which had for so long remained enclosed among the privileged 
few had become the 'mass media' available even to the few remaining illiterates. 
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The expansion of education, the growth in the number of students in 
higher education, the consequent increase in the gap bet\Veen childhood and 
adulthood, were all contributing factors. Full employment and financial 
prosperity gave the youth of the 1960s a sense of confidence and certainty 
in their economic future, which permitted them to concern themselves with 
wider, non-material issues. The contrast between the elitist and liberal nature 
of higher education, and the increasingly technical requirements of mass 
schooling, also played a role in the growth of student radicalism. The overt 
commitment to popular rule and the democracy of Western societies some
how clashed with the obvious fact that tTlost people felt they had very little 
real power over their environment. The basis of the Western conception of 
democracy re1nained the electoral process, defined as the designation of 
representatives. Examined from a different perspective, this, however, could 
be seen as a process whereby citizens were required to divest themselves of 
the main powers of decision-making in favour of representatives who would 
exercise them on the citizens' behalf. To be able to choose the powerful is 
better than having them imposed by fiat; but it is not the same as having 
power oneself. 

Some journalistic explanations invoked a then fashionable term: the 'aliena
tion of youth in modern society' - though why that occurred in the 1960s 
rather than in the 19505 or the 1980s, why in France more than in Germany, 
why in Germany more than in England, remains unclear. Others, equally 
vaguely, refer to the alleged cultural sclerosis of advanced industrial society. 
Logically, this would require at least a comparison of France in turmoil with 
unruffled England, and hence the scarcely defensible claim that France the 
Prance of Malraux, Sartre, the Notlvelle Vague film-makers, Georges Brassens, 
Simone de Beauvoir - was more culturally sclerotic than the England of 
Kingsley Amis and John Osborne. 

Alain Touraine, one of the main writers on 'new social movements', argued 
in 1968 that the May movement in France was not a rejection of industrial 
society and its culture, but the unveiling of the contradictions which are at 
its heart; that it provoked a profound crisis of the state; and that it expressed 
a desire for change 'on behalf of society and of the people' against the 
state. 14 With hindsight, such statements appear vague. The belief that students 
could constitute a new and essentially radical social class, or that they were 
the equivalent of the developing proletariat of the nineteenth century -
potentially revolutionary and central to the post-industrial world (as pro
fessionals and technicians) turned out to be based on sociological guess
work - a good hunch which has not stood the test of time. 

These and other post jactum explanations contain important nuggets of 
sociological interpretation, but they are far from providing a satisfactory 
explanation. Spontaneous n10vements of the past are difficult to investigate, 
because the participants tended to be illiterate and inarticulate, and thus did 
not provide historians with 'proper' sources. Those who participated in the 
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spontaneous movements of the 1960s were a quite different breed from the 
turbulent peasants of the past: familiar with the most recent sociological 
concepts and explanations, adept at examining their own activities in intel
lectual terms, radical students left behind them a superfluity of verbiage and 
sources which, however, left historians just as perplexed.15 

While I share such bafflement, my task, fortunately, is not to analyse 
1968. What matters here is that the parties of the Left, like the scholars, were 
surprised and puzzled by the events. The radicalism of students everywhere 
took the form of a deep hostility towards the parties of the Left; some of 
the values it exhibited were distant from, or quite external to, the tradition 
of socialism. For example, the new youth culture expressed a profound 
individualism, epitomized by the phrase 'doing my own thing', and a pre
occupation with the self which were quite alien to the more regimented 
traditions of social democracy. When youth culture - through the student 
Left - embraced a political-collective approach of the 'united we stand, divided 
we fall' variety, it tended to identify as 'youth' or 'students' the group to be 
united, rather than the working class. When the young radicals sought a 
privileged role for the working class, they believed that 'youth' would assume 
a leadership role, or, at least, that of the spark which started the prairie fire 
(to use one of Mao's expressions). When civil rights issues were embraced 
such as the struggle against racial discrimination or against excessive police 
powers - they were always approached from a libertarian standpoint which 
intersected, but never merged, with that of the organized Left. 

In challenging the alleged moral strictness of the establishment and of the 
older generation, the young activists were also in direct confrontation with 
the puritanical values enshrined in much working-class respectability, and to 
which the parties of the Left always paid lip-service. According to the ethos 
of traditional socialism, permissiveness was associated with bourgeois liber
tines. The dominant and dubious assumption of social-democratic and 
communist leaders was that their working-class supporters - had they been 
asked - would have expressed a strong contempt for sex, drugs and rock
and-roll. 

The more socialist of the student activists attempted to involve workers 
in their struggle, but very few workers joined anti-Vietnam or anti-racist 
demonstrations, unless they were called by their trade unions or their parties. 
The chant, 'Workers! students! unite and fight!~, remained an invitation uttered 
by students and unheeded by workers. Some students joined older leftist 
organizations, usually Trotskyist, or formed new ones inspired by the thought 
or life of celebrated socialists such as Rosa Luxemburg, Che Guevara or Mao 
Zedong. None of these organizations, however, developed a significant 
working-class membership anywhere in the world. 

Fewer workers were now participating in traditional socialist politics, but 
nor were they joining any of the new organizations or movements. It appeared 
that politics was becoming a more middle-class affair, though it is important 
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to remember that the middle class was now large, not the small elite it was 
at the beginning of the century. Students themselves belonged in origin to 
this enlarged middle class. There was no major proletarian influx into higher 
education in the 1960s. Student unrest was not particularly concentrated in 
faculties or universities with a higher proportion of working-class students. 
If anything, the opposite seems to have been the case. 

The expansion of education was the most significant change affecting the 
young. In the 19605 the overall European trend was towards a lengthening 
of the period at school, a unification of school experience across classes by 
reducing the element of separation or 'streaming' in secondary education, 
and an expansion of access to higher education. These three aspects of 
educational policy were central to the programmes of virtually all parties of 
the Left and came to be adopted by most European countries. 

Before I 945, the majority of children left school after their primary years. 
In the I9605 the school-leaving age was increased to sixteen in Britain by the 
Labour government, though immediate implementation was postponed be
cause of lack of funds. In Italy the school-leaving age was increased to 
fourteen, though the law was ignored by an estimated one in four of the age 
group.16 Even in Sweden there was a marked divergence between the legal 
and the actual situation: in I 963 only 88 per cent of fourteen-year-olds were 
in school. 17 

Nevertheless, the standard left-wing position on education -longer school
ing, comprehensive education and greater access - became the universally 
accepted agenda. Thus, the Gaullist regin1e in France legislated in 1959 the 
increase of the school-leaving age to sixteen by I 967 ~ but the original proposal 
had been made by Rene Billeres, education minister in the SFIO-led govern
ment of Guy Mollet (I956-7).18 By I965, the school-leaving age had been 
increased to sixteen in Sweden, to fifteen in Britain and most of West 
Germany, to fourteen in Belgium, Denmark, Italy and Norway.19 

Similarly, a policy of comprehensivization (i.e. introducing a single school 
system throughout compulsory education) became a common feature of the 
educational system of Western Europe, although, once again, implementation 
was far more complex than policy-making. In Germany, the Brandt govern
ment produced enabling legislation for the establishment of comprehensive 
schools (Gesamtsehtllen) and left it to the Lander to introduce them: the SPD
controlled ones did so rapidly; the others delayed it as long as possible.20 In 
Britain some Conservative-controlled local authorities defended to the very 
last the elite grammar school attended by the children of their most loyal 
voters. In France, in 1963, the junior classes of the elite IYeees were merged with 
junior secondary schools into a network of comprehensive schools for pupils 
in the eleven to fifteen age group.21 The Education Act introduced in Italy in 
1962 fulfilled a long-standing left-wing demand, by abolishing the distinction 
between the elite seNoIa media and the sOJola di avvia!1Jento professionale, which 
provided low-level training to the mass of eleven- to fourteen-year-olds. 
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Table 14.I Expansion of university students, 1949-69 

Number of students Percentage change 

1949 1959 1969 1949-59 1959-69 

Austria 2.8,000 ;6,000 54,000 +28·5 + 50.0 
Belgium 20,000 29,°00 70,000 +45.0 +14 1.4 
Denmark 9,200 10,000 35,000 + z..2. +25°.0 
Finland 1.2.,000 17,000 51,000 +41.6 +200.0 
France 137,000 202.,000 61 5,000 +47·4 +2°4.4 
Greece 14,000 16,000 50,000 +14·3 +2.12.·5 
Holland 2.9,000 38,000 94,000 +3 1 •0 +147-4 
Italy 146,000 176,000 488,000 +20·5 +177·3 
Norway 5,3 00 6,100 20,000 +15. 1 +227·9 
Portugal 13,000 2.2.,000 46,000 +1°9. 1 
Spain 50,000 64,000 150,000 +28.0 +134·4 
Sweden 15,000 33,000 115,000 +120.0 +248·5 
UK 103,000 120,000 243,000 +16·5 +lOz·5 
West Germany 10 5,000 196,000 376,000 +86.6 +91.8 

Notes: The 1949 and 1959 figures for France include the University of Algiers. The figures 
for Sweden include all institutions of higher education. 

Source: Mitchell, 'Statistical Appendix 192.0-1970" in Cipolla (ed.), The Fontana Economic His
tory rf Europe. Contemporary Economies, Vol. 2, Fontana, London 1976, pp. 736-7. 

The inevitable consequence of this was an unparalleled expansion of the 
university system throughout Western Europe, as Table 14. I illustrates. 

Between 1959 and 1969, the number of students in higher education 
doubled or trebled virtually everywhere except Austria. But clearly there is 
no correlation between this increase and the intensity of student unrest; 
otherwise> there would have been a much more severe disruption of the 
universities in Norway, Sweden, Finland and Greece than elsewhere. Nor is 
there a significant correlation bet\Veen the weight of the Left in government 
and the expansion: France under de Gaulle, Spain under Franco, Greece 
under conservative and then authoritarian governments all did better than 
Britain under Labour or predominantly social-democratic Austria. A better 
correlation would probably be obtained if one used an index of university 
overcrowding. In France, Germany and Italy, anyone with the appropriate 
school-leaving certificate could enter a university. By the end of the 19608, 
the University of Rome had 60,000 students, though its structures could 
cope with at best a few thousand. The result was chronic overcrowding. 
Higher education became a question of being lectured at (assuming one 
could gain access to the lecture theatres) and passing the relevant examina~ 
tions. Students in Germany and Italy could stay at university as long as they 
liked, until they dropped out or graduated. Teachers had little or no contact 
with them. By 1968, in France, 95 per cent of those who passed the bacca/aureal 
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entered the universities. Fifty per cent of these were eliminated by the first
year examination, as an education minister remarked: 'It is as if we organized 
a system of shipwreck in order to pick out the best swimmers.'22 It is thus 
not far-fetched to suggest, as Walter Laqueur has done, that 'The student 
protests in the 1960s were partly the outcome of this hypertrophy of the 
university and the resulting shortcoming in higher education.'23 

Whatever the reasons behind student unrest, it is evident that the position 
of the Left on secondary and higher education could be reduced to a simple 
proposition: education should be expanded as economic resources allowed; 
secondary education should be reformed so that more people could have 
access to universities. Of course, this position was shared by many con
servative parties. Politicians were evidently responding to popular pressures 
on the basis of the general recognition that a university education was the 
passport to a better job. On the Left, there was greater enthusiasm for this 
than on the Right, mainly because left-wing values clashed with the elitism 
of traditional university culture. However, the overall political strategy towards 
higher education was brutally quantitative: more was thought to mean better. 
In the absence of adequate funding, such expansion inevitably led to a 
relatively devalued qualification. In these circumstances, the losers, generally 
speaking, could be found among those who were expected to benefit the 
most - those least endowed 'with the inherited means of exploiting their 
qualifications', in other words, the children of the lower-income groups.24 

Popular pressure for access was not the only factor behind the expansion. 
There was also a growing understanding that developed capitalism, modern
ization, high technology, and the scientific revolution, required highly qualified 
personnel. Had this been thought through, it would have resulted in a demand 
for greater planning - that is, matching the expansion to the required growth 
and, more importantly, establishing which disciplines needed expanding more 
than others. Such planning, which might have served capitalist growth better, 
would have been highly controversial. It would have required the estab
lishment of social priorities by politicians. This was anathema to the Right, 
whose simplistic answer, had it asked itself the question, would have been 
that the market should decide: it would provide better paid jobs, and more 
of them, to the graduates in subjects it needed; students would flock to these 
faculties in greater numbers and all would be well. 

This, of course, never really occurred. Students entered in greater numbers 
into so-called 'soft' disciplines taught in the faculties of humanities and social 
sciences - above all, sociology - and fronl there launched their protest. 
Fron1 the pojnt of view of the authorities, these faculties had the im
measurable advantage of being cheap: one could cram a very large number 
of human bodies into a history lecture without spending an extra penny in 
expensive technical equipment (the teaching of this particular subject not 
having changed much, at least in its form, since the days of Thucydides). A 
planner's conception of higher education in terms of priorities would have 
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also been anathema to student radicals, who were appalled at the very notion 
that universities were expected to meet the requirements of capitalism. 

Anti-capitalism was in fact the most obvious ideological basis of the student 
movement, but its most salient feature was the assumption that politics could 
be based on semi-permanent mobilization. When the German 'Extra-Parlia
mentary Opposition' or APO (Ausserparlamentarische Opposition) advocated 
direct democracy, democratic councils, rule by the assembly of students (or 
workers in factories), rather than by delegates, it made demands which ran 
counter to the fundamental principles of Western representative democracy, 
and hence against those of all the political parties of the Left throughout 
Europe. It seemed clear to these parties that the historical models from 
which one could draw analogies with the forms of direct democracy advocated 
by the students - the Paris Commune, the Russian Soviets, the Italian 
occupation of the factories in 1920 - belonged to a rejected insurrectionary 
past, probably unrepeatable and certainly unsustainable. 

Though it failed to offer a credible political alternative, the student 
movement expressed a global 'and radical critique of society and its institutions 
which could not be so easily dismissed. Such a critique had, of course, 
previously been expressed by individual theorists, writers and artists. What 
was new in the 1960s was that this was voiced, more or less spontaneously, 
by a mass movement. 

Its cultural underpinnings were virtually ignored by the traditional Left, 
partly because socialist parties had little understanding of cultural politics, 
partly because it involved concepts which were outside the socialist tradition. 
What was this cultural substructure? Social theorists have described it as 
'post~materialist', an expression which suggests the search for the politics 
appropriate to an age of abundance. Socialist and capitalist politics, in spite 
of their differences, shared a common terrain: if resources were scarce, the 
question was how to distribute them. For post-materialists this assumption 
did not hold. In an era of abundance, politics must, inevitably, acquire a 
different form. 

Politicians of the Left (and the Right) could fairly retort that the assump
tion that a post-scarcity age had been reached could only be entertained by 
privileged students, temporarily removed from the world of gainful employ
ment, detached from its competitive ethos and unencumbered by family 
responsibilities. The real electorate had mortgages or rent to pay, children to 
feed and clothe, jobs to obtain or preserve. The student radicals arrogantly 
or childishly ignored these fundamental truths. They were right, however, 
when they held that human dignity should not be satisfied merely with the 
riches available on the shelves of supermarkets and department stores; they 
were wrong when they believed themselves to be the first to hold these 
views. 

Nevertheless, there was something new. The new politics, as Christopher 
Lasch has pointed out, can take manifold and contradictory forms: radical 
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feminism, environmentalism, pacifism, nihilism, a cult of revolutionary 
violence: 

But in spite of its anti-intellectualisnl, the infantile insurgency, and the taste for 
destruction so often associated with cultural politics, it addresses issues ignored 
by the dominant political tradition: the limits of reason; the unconscious origins 
of the desire for domination; the embodiment of this desire in industrial techno
logy, ostensibly the highest product of the rational intelligence.25 

In the 1960s the political importance of 'the private', of the self, of subjectivity 
acquired a mass following. Freud joined Marx as an unlikely ideological 
sponsor of the politics of the young generation: sexual desire seemed to go 
in hand in hand with revolutionary aspirations, sexual liberation with political 
liberation.26 As )urgen Habermas pointed out in 1969: 

Today, difficulties that a mere two or three years ago would have passed for private 
matters - for conflicts between students and teachers, workers and employers, or 
marital partners, for conflicts between individual persons - now claim political 
significance and ask to be justified in political terms. Psychology seems to turn 
into politics - perhaps a reaction to the reality that politics, insofar as it relates to 
the masses, has long been translated into psychology.27 

The celebrated slogans of the Parisian days of May 1968 suggest both the 
limitations and the novelty of this 'new' politics: 'Be a realist, demand the 
impossible'; 'I take my desires for reality because I believe in the reality of 
my desires'; 'It is forbidden to forbid'; '1 have something to say but I don't 
know what'; 'Ce n'est qu'un debut.' In his study of the Italian protest 
movement, Tar row, when comparing the students' specific demands with 
those of the other groups, pointed out that students far more often demanded 
new rights, rather than 'more of X'.28 

The parties of the Left could react only by ignoring these 'cultural under
pinnings', and attempting to appropriate specific demands which could be 
transformed into the terminology of established political discourse. It was 
not possible to accept the demands of the students without fundamentally 
changing the established Left's own attitude that politics was something best 
left to professional politicians. 

The students, however, had asked not only for the 'impossible', but also 
for reform of higher education and for greatet· democracy in the universities. 
This was the language communists and socialists recognized. It was the 
language of 'normal' politics. Trade unions, the bureaucratic institutions so 
despised by the students, came out in support of these not impossible 
demands. Exploiting the palpable embarrassment of the government, the 
French workers added their own demands in the course of the longest general 
strike in European history. They did not den1and the impossible either: a real 
forty-hour week, a significant increase in wages, and an extension of trade 
union rights at the workplace. Thus, the events of May proceeded almost 



THE GREAT CONTESTATION 

from the beginning on two levels: a utopian~subjective level (whose long
term effects are still to be studied) and a practical-political one. But often -
as is generally the case in times of acute political crisis - the two levels 
appeared to be intertwined. On Monday 2.7 May workers at the Renault
Billancourt near Paris rejected the accord of the rue de Grenelle negotiated 
by their own once-trusted communist union leaders. The settlement, when it 
was eventually revised and accepted, involved a commitment to a reduction 
of the working week, a 35 per cent increase in the minimum wage (this was 
of importance only for half a million workers), and other increases ranging 
from 18 per cent in the clothing industry to 7 per cent for the chemical 
workers.29 However, all this must have seemed rather mundane on that fateful 
Monday morning. At this stage, for a few days, the prevailing impression was 
that anything could happen, that the workers too had started to demand the 
impossible, that there were no longer 'normal' political solutions. 

In these unforeseen circumstances what did the official Left do? Very 
momentarily, the initiative passed to the Socialists. On Tuesday 28 May 
Mitterrand, assuming that de Gaulle would resign, announced his candidature 
for the presidency of the Republic and proposed that a caretaker government 
headed by Pierre Mendes-France be formed immediately. Mendes-France, 
because of the support he received from the small pro-student Parti Socialiste 
Unifie, was the 'establishment' personality most acceptable to the activists of 
May. Underlying this call was the assumption that elections would have to be 
called fairly soon. In other words, Mitterrand's strategy consisted of demand
ing that Parliament support an 'exceptional' government, pending elections. 
This was very similar to the strategy adopted by de Gaulle in May 1958 
when he took over. The official Left's response had been the mirror-image 
of that of its opponent. Its legality was tenuous: constitutionally speaking, 
the Parliament elected in 1967 was the only legitimate forum for approving 
a new government. Had de Gaulle resigned, the existing government headed 
by Georges Pompidou would have had to remain in charge until a new 
president had been chosen. Legalistic as ever, the PCF was not enthusiastic 
about Mitterrand's proposal, but its Left unity strategy allowed it no alternative 
but to support Mitterrand. Paradoxically, when it looked as if the revolutionary 
crisis had come, it was Mitterrand's 'respectable' socialists who seemed to be 
prepared to act extra-constitutionally, not the formerly insurrectionary com
munists. 

On Wednesday 29 May, de Gaulle disappeared for five hours to consult 
his generals, giving the impression that no one was in effective control of the 
country. He reappeared the following day, Thursday 30 May, having decided 
not to resign. Instead, he dissolved Parliament (a presidential prerogative) 
and called for elections. Five hundred thousand people demonstrated on that 
day on de Gaulle's behalf; it was the largest demonstration of May 1968. The 
peF responded in the only way it could: by agreeing to fight the elections. 
This was not unreasonable: in 1967 the Left had obtained over 40 per cent. 
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It could expect that the radical winds of May would deliver a left-wing 
majority. 

Elections were the only realistic means by which to resolve the situation. 
All the established political forces -- Gaullists, communists and socialists -
were for different reasons committed to an electoral solution. The PCF 
defended this by claiming that an insurrection was impossible. The workers 
would have been defeated. There would have been a massacre, perhaps a 
bloody civil war. In reality, an insurrection was impossible since no one, 
students included, had ever seriously considered the possibility of staging 
one. Insurrectionary politics, so often celebrated in chants, slogans and 
speeches, was no n10re than a cathartic hope for the future, an expression 
of a desire to escape from the constraints of electoral politics. Leninists of 
the Trotskyist variety, such as Ernest Mandel, a fierce critic of the PCF's 
reformism, accepted that the conditions for an armed insurrection did not 
exist. 30 Mandel's unimaginative and predictable alternative was the adoption 
by the France of the 19608 of Leon Trotsky's transitional programme of 
1938. More significantly, Daniel Cohn-Bendit, the student 'leader' whose voice 
was nearer to the authentic spirit of May than that of Mandel, never really 
believed that there would be an insurrection. On 20 May, the weekly Nouvel 
Observateur carried an interview with Cohn-Bendit by Sartre. The philosopher
interviewer asked what effects the present movement would achieve. Cohn
Bendit lucidly replied: 

The workers will obtain the satisfaction of a number of material demands, and 
the moderates in the student movement and the teachers will put through im
portant university reforms ... There will be some progress, of course, but nothing 
basic will have changed and we shall continue to challenge the system as a whole 
... Besides, I don't believe the revolution is possible overnight like that, I believe 
that all we can get are successive adjustments of more or less importance, but 
these adjustments can only be imposed by revolutionary action. 3

! 

The 'revolutionary crowd' itself - the students demonstrating in the Latin 
Quarter lacked the necessary anger which could turn protest into a civil 
war. May 1968, far from being the proof that a violent revolution in the West 
was possible, confirmed what had become evident since 1945, namely that it 
was inconceivable. Years later, the fantasy of May '68, La Revolution, had 
become the object of ironic advertising; a 1986 publicity slogan to launch 
IKEA (the Swedish furniture suppliers) in France proposed: Mai 63, on a 
rifait Ie monde; Mai 86, on rifait la cuisine (in May '68 we redesigned the world, 
in May '86 we'll redesign the kitchen). 

It was in the nature of student unrest that it could not produce a new 
image of society around which to mobilize a majority. Anarchy can never be 
hegemonic. Anarchists can occasionally topple crowns, but never enjoy the 
results. Revolutionaries were as baffled by the events, which had caught them 
unprepared, as the non-revolutionaries: prior to the May events, an editorial 
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in Le Monde lamenting the unexciting political stability of Gaullist France was 
entitled La France s'ennuie. The exceptional crisis was resolved conventionally 

that is, by an electoral contest between Left and Right, both equally 
committed to electoral politics. Routine politics was re-established. Imagina
tion once again abdicated. L'ennui returned. 

Some contemporaries concluded that it was not possible to examine the 
May events in a rationalist manner: 'It cannot be seen with the eyes, only 
with poetry and the most abstract of thoughts, and these are the two muses 
invoked here ... Revolutions are the ecstasy of history: the moment when 
social reality and social dream fuse (the act of love).'32 Medical students in 
Paris wrote: 

We don't want a revolution because we are fed up with others and with ourselves, 
but because we want to find each other again. We want to talk about medicine 
around a drink in the faculty and we want our patients to be something more 
than social security matriculation numbers.33 

Raymond Aron, one of the most lucid representatives of conservative France, 
wrote that May 1968 was 'one of those strange national crises of which 
France holds the secret'.34 Bewildered by it all (he was hardly the only one), 
Aron resorted to dotty comparisons: the May events had been a 'psycho
drama', he told his listeners on Radio-Luxembourg on 1 ]une,35 'a verbal 
delirium36 possibly caused by overcrowding, for there were in fact too many 
students in the universities and they probably suffered from a neurosis of 
over-population which, as biology had demonstrated, affects 'rats and other 
animals ... when faced by an extremely high density'. 37 

Fran~ois Mitterrand had a more perceptive self-criticism: 'the Left was 
taken by surprise ... The movement of May was an original event ... My 
generation ... has been blind and deaf. If I am more critical towards the Left 
to whom I belong and with whom I continue to express my solidarity, it is 
because it is the vocation of the Left to represent what is new and just.'38 Yet 
he poured scorn upon the leaders of the movement: ~when they wanted to 
explain the motivations behind their demonstrations ... what a mish-mash of 
quasi-Marxisn1, what hotch~potch, what confusion!'39 

Commenting soon after the events, two French writers listed no fewer than 
eight interpretations: it was a plot, a communist conspiracy (a view favoured 
by de Gaulle and Pompidou), though most commentators agreed that if the 
PCF had contributed to anything at all, it was to a return to law and order; 
it was the result of a crisis in the university, of the old~fashioned and sclerotic 
teaching of French academics; it was the result of a 'fever' among the young, 
the result of an Oedipal desire to kill the father (Le. de Gaulle or the old 
generation); it was a spiritual revolt against a decaying civilization; it was a 
traditional class conflict (the view of the PCF); it was a political crisis due to 
the lack of a left-wing alternative and the excessive longevity of Gaullism; it 
was due to an unforeseeable chain of circumstances, a momentous bungle: if 
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only the police had not been called to the Sorbonne, if only Pompidou had 
not been abroad at the beginning of May, if only . . . 40 

The elections of 1968 were a serious blow for the PCF and the socialists. 
Mitterrand's FGDS lost sixty-one seats, with 16.5 per cent of the votes; the 
peF lost thirty-nine seats, obtaining 2.0 per cent. The entire Left now held 
only ninety of the 487 seats in the National Assembly. There is little doubt 
that this result represented a vote for law and order. The Gaullists made 
inroads among industrial workers, obtaining more working-class votes than 
the communists.41 

Co-operation between the FGDS and the PCF was at a low ebb. Like all 
previous blows, the coup de grace for the PCF was delivered from the USSR, 
when it invaded Czechoslovakia in August 1968. At first the PCF expressed 
'its surprise and reprobation' at Mosco\v'S action an unprecedented re
proach.42 Then it pretended to believe in the agreement the Czech leader had 
been forced to sign with the occupying forces. This pusillanimous attitude 
was sufficient to provide the supporters of Mollet and Defferre with the 
excuse required to break the unity pact with the PCE The renewal of anti
communism in the SFIO was marked by an apparent return to fundamentalist 
socialist rhetotic. In an address to the National Council of the SFIO, Mollet 
urged his followers to reject any deviation from the 'basic principles of 
socialism' and, in January 1969, the SFIO changed its name to Parti Socialiste 
and nominated Gaston Defferre as its candidate for the forthcoming 
election. 43 

Thus, initially it looked as if the effect of 1968 was a complete return to 
'normalcy'. Gaullism was back at the helm. The Left was as divided as ever, 
with socialists and communists content to wallow in outdated thinking. Some 
argued that what was needed was a new political party to recast the socialist 
tradition in the light of the May events. This hope had parallels in other 
countries, \vhere new left-wing parties had distanced themselves from both 
moderate social democracy and orthodox comn1unism. In Denmark the 1960s 
saw the ascent of what might be called a 'spoiler' party: the SF (Socialistisk 
Folkeparti). This had been formed in 1958 by the then president of the 
Communist Party, Aksel Larsen, who, as a consequence of I<hrushchev's 
speech at the Twentieth Congress of the CPSU, wanted to form a party 
which would reject both Stalinism and social democracy. The SF quickly 
became the main leftist alternative to the traditional social democrats. In 
1966 the two Danish parties of the Left, the SF and the social democrats 
had, between them, a majority of the seats in Parliament. Consequently, the 
SF temporarily had the power to deprive a social-democratic government of 
its majority. Responsibility of this nature, in practice, always creates a dilemma 
for leftist parties, and the SF never had the political daring or the factionalist 
mentality to damage the social democrats in power. The SF, a true sixties 
party, differed from the mainstream social democrats principally on foreign 
affairs, defence and membership of the EEe, not on social welfare.44 The 
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significance of this is that domestic economic reforms, welfarism, progressive 
taxation, redistribution, trade union strength - in short, all the so-called 
'working-class' issues did not act as the 'signifiee of the distinction between 
radical socialism and revisionist social democracy as much as did the symbolic 
importance of militarism, or acceptance of European interdependence as 
represented by membership of the EEC. 

A virtually identical situation occurred in Norway with the formation in 
196 I of the Socialist People's Party (SPP), whose main difference with the 
DNA was on foreign policy (NATO and, later, the EEe). The SPP was a 
minor party for most of the I960s, obtaining 2.4 per cent in 196 I, 6 per cent 
in 1965, and 3.5 per cent in 1969. In 1973, however, the SPP, in alliance with 
left-wing anti~marketeers and the communists, managed to attract I 1.2 per 
cent of the electorate at the 1973 Starting election. Communists and SPP 
together had only 4.5 per cent in 1969.45 This election marked an electoral 
earthquake for the hitherto dominant Norwegian Labour Party: its vote fell 
from 46. 5 to 35.2. per cent. Labour improved its position in the mid- I 970S 
only when the leftist coalition began to disintegrate. 

The nearest French and Italian counterparts to these Scandinavian leftist 
parties were the small technocratic Parti Socialiste Unifie (pSU) - formed in 
1960 from various socialist groups disaffected with the SFIO because of its 
support for the Algerian War - and the Partito Socialista Italiano di Unita 
Proletaria (PSIUP), which had split from the mainstream PSI in 1963. These 
new leftist parties were ideally situated to capitalize on the student unrest. 
They offered those who had become radicalized in 1968 a more secure and 
permanent home, a structure for a longer-term form of political commitment. 

In Britain, various Trotskyist sects were given an unexpectedly long lease 
of life by the after-effects of student unrest. In Italy, those who thought that 
the PSIUP or the ex-communist Manifesto Group were too tame could opt 
for new groups: Avanguardia Operaia (Trotskyist), Lotta Continua (anarcho~ 
libertarian), or Potere operaio, from whose entrails many terrodst organ
izations would issue. 

In France, the PSU made the clearest bid for the support of student 
activists, claiming that it accepted the ideology and message of May 1968. At 
the June election it polled 4 per cent, lost one-third of its traditional electorate~ 
but gained new supporters among the educated and the young, thus becoming 
an overwhelmingly middle-class party.46 The PSU appeared to remain unsullied 
by compromises because, under the leadership of Michel Rocard, it had 
staunchly refused to be associated with Mitterrand's FGDS and the PCF. Its 
rhetoric was well to the left of the PCF, though its ideology, until a few 
months before May 1968, was identified with the technocratic tradition of 
West European revisionism. Like other similar leftist parties in the rest of 
Europe, the PSU acquired an importance totally out of proportion to its real 
electoral force (it failed to win any seats in the 1968 elections).47 Like so 
many before, it sought a 'third way' between communism and social demo-
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cracy. Rocard claimed that the PSU was a revolutionary party in the sense 
that it wanted to revolutionize society, not in the sense that it sought an 
armed insurrection.48 The Seventeen Theses approved at its Dijon Congress 
(March 1969) asserted that capitalism was in crisis;49 that it faced insur
mountable contradictions;5o that under capitalism, universal suffrage did not 
accurately reflect the interests of the people;51 and that the Left needed to be 
completely overhauled, since none of the existing major organizations was 
able to undertake successfully the momentous tasks ahead. By rejecting 
alliances and denouncing the reformism of the communists and socialists, 
the PSU believed that it could become a rallying point for the revolutionaries 
of May 1968. The strategic perspective was, of necessity, nebulous: it offered 
a structure for radicals without the need for compromise with the two main 
reformist parties. Because it rejected the facile sloganeering of the Marxist
Leninist groups and the dogmatism of the PCF, it provided an ideologically 
congenial format for the more thoughtful survivors of '68; by insisting on 
the need for analysis and theory, it appealed to intellectuals and theorists 
who would have felt ill at ease among the pragmatic politicians of the SFIO. 
It should be added, however, that the traditionally hyperbolic rhetoric of the 
French socialists acquired, thanks to 1968, a further lease of life: in presenting 
his winning motion at the Party Congress of November 1968, Mollet declared 
that 'it was not a question of ameliorating the system, but of substituting a 
better one. It is in this sense that the Socialist Party is revolutionary.'52 

Many of the new PSU recruits were talented young members of the middle 
class, able and willing to use the media in an imaginative way. To these, the 
PSU offered an indispensable training for an eventual career in politics. Of 
course, the claim that a small elite organization such as the PSU (or the 
Manifesto Group in Italy, or the various New Left parties in the rest of 
Europe) could teform, regroup and realign the traditional Left was quite 
absurd, though, like many absurdities, it took a few years for this to become 
obvious to all clear-headed observers. By 1974, having been badly beaten at 
the 1973 elections, Michel Rocard and others had left the PSU and joined 
Mitterrand's new Parti Socialiste, carrying with them the staunch anti
communism which had served them well in the PSU, as well as a strong 
commitment to the principle of mlfogestion or (self-management). This much
abused concept was used, not for the first time, as the socialists' distinctive 
final aim, against the incorrigibly statist goal of the communists, bent on 
comprehensive nationalization. By the 1970s, the idea of alltoges/ion had beC001C 
so diffuse on the Left that support for it came from the most unlikely 
sources, fro111 Defferre to the PCE 53 Both atdoges/ion and extensive national
ization symbolized one of the final goals of socialism. Once enunciated, it 
could be forgotten. Concepts such as these can be useful to politicians who 
wish to avoid the charge of being unprincipled or pragmatic. 

Modernization, an aim shared by all parties, including conservative ones, 
was seldom an adequate substitute for ideological goals. In Gennany, where 
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student unrest never reached the same levels as in France or Italy, the 
leadership of the SPD had to face a constant barrage of criticism from its 
articulate youth section, the Jusos. The criticism was predictable: the party 
was silent on long-range goals and was no longer using the terms 'socialism' 
or even 'democratic socialism'.54 

Not surprisingly, the socialist student organization, the SOS (Sozialistische 
Deutsche Studentenbund) had been excluded from the party and had become 
the organizing centre of the protest in the universities. Most left-wing parties 
had 'problems' with their youth sections. Even the centralized and highly 
disciplined PCF could never adequately control the Union des Etudiants Com
munistes, which was constantly influenced by the 'wrong people', such as the 
Italian communists in the early 19608, then Ernest Mandel's Trotskyists and, 
later, Althusserian Maoists. 5s The British Labour Party never had a similarly 
important youth section (what it had tended to be infiltrated by Trotskyists 
and was not taken seriously by the party or anyone else); consequently, the 
leftist critique originated ftom New Left groups, organized around projects 
such as the May Day Manifesto, journals such as New Left RevieuJ, and single
issue campaigns around the Vietnam War or nuclear disarmament. 

In Italy, young Catholics contributed at least as nluch as socialist or 
communist students to the creation of a student movement. The universities 
of Ttento (the first in the country to train sociologists) and the Catholic 
university of Milan were among the first to be occupied by protestors. S6 The 
Italian student movement shared many of the features of the French: liber
tarianism, an even more pronounced commitment to sexual liberation (a 
consequence of the unbearably stultifying bigotry and provincialism of Italian 
society), the rejection of representative democracy, the cult of Third World 
revolutionary experiences, and intransigent criticism of the organized Left 
and, above all, of the Italian Communist Party. 

The response from the PCI, however, was not uniformly hostile. Togliatti's 
successor as leader, Luigi Longo, a veteran of the Spanish Civil War and the 
Resistance, was fat more positive towards the students than were other 
communists and socialists at the time. In an important article, written before 
the May events, he mercilessly criticized his own party for failing to under
stand the wider political implications of student unrest and for being too 
preoccupied to refute attacks and criticisms from the students. The PCI, he 
wrote, had become too bureaucratic, too immersed in routine activity and 
hence unable to understand what was new in society,57 From the right of the 
party, however, Giorgio Amendola accused the students of being irrational 
and nihilistic, and demanded a 'battle on two fronts' against both the extreme 
Left and the government. 58. This position, similar to that of the PCF, was 
accepted by only a minority of Italian communists. Longo's 'soft' line 
prevailed. 

The clearest sign of novelty in the policy of the Italian Communist Party 
was the recognition of the 'autonomy' of the students' movement. The PCI 
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accepted that it could not hope to organize, co-ordinate and lead the student 
movement, subsuming it under its overall guidance. This negatation (or, at 
the very least, redefinition) of the traditional communist ambition to be the 
'vanguard-party' of society, is crucial to an understanding of the subsequent 
relationship between the PCI and later, more important 'new political sub
jects', such as the women's movement of the 19705 or the peace campaign 
of the 1980s. Breaking with communist tradition, the party now accepted 
that the students (and other movements in 'civil society') had a legitimate 
and important role to play in the 'revolutionary process' - as the party called 
the presumed development of Italian society towards post-capitalism. The 
recognition of autonomy had another implication: a distinction between the 
student movement as such and the numerous political organizations and 
'vanguard-parties' (mainly Maoist and Trotskyist) which had sprung up 
everywhere, and which were attempting to take over the movement. 59 

In Western Europe, none of the established political parties of the Left 
succumbed to the activism of the student Left. None was taken over, or 
seriously split. Traditional organizations such as these could be perturbed by 
the far Left's critique and agitation, but their party machines were too well
oiled and their electorate too entrenched to imperil their political existence. 
In the USA, where presidential politics depend on complex ad hoc coalitions, 
rather than on a stable political machine, the young radicals virtually took 
over the Democratic Party and installed the only aspirant they trusted, George 
McGovern, as the presidential candidate for the 1972 election.GO His disastrous 
performance in the polls was the most evident sign that radical politics had 
failed to capture middle America. Henceforth Democratic candidates would 
range from the colourless to the safe. In old Europe this saga of rapid 
success, followed by resounding failure, was not reproduced. Nevertheless, at 
least in France and Italy, politics was recast: de Gaulle lost a referendum in 
1969 and resigned as he had threatened to do. Those who had supported 
him in 1968 as the guarantor of law and order had realized that the institutions 
of the Fifth Republic were just as safe in the hands of the uncharismatic 
Georges Pompidou. The French socialists began a process of internal re
structuring which enabled them to achieve power in 198 I, at the expense of 
their troubled allies, the PCF. In Italy, 1968 signalled a new phase marked by 
substantial reforms in 1970 (regional devolution of power, Workers' Charter), 
the defeat of Christian democracy in the divorce referendum of 1974, and 
the considerable advance of the PCI in 1975 and 1976. 

Politics changed, but without a revolution - as the students themselves 
soon realized. A small minority of militants misread the Zeitgeist and degener
ated into terrorism or wasted the rest of their lives in the dead-end politics 
of sectarian revolutionary organizations. 

Alhough sufficient evidence will never be available, it could be argued that 
the complex and contradictory values of 1968 helped to change the shape of 
politics in the 1980s and 199os. Whether the libertarian and permissive values 
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of 1968 were a product of the young generation itself is impossible to 
determine. As Mary Quant put it, there was 'something in the air' in the 
early sixties. Much was changing. The Roman Catholic church, led by John 
XXIII (who was over eighty and who did not have the reputation of being 
an innovator), was in the midst of its Second Vatican Council under the 
banner of aggiornamento ('updating,). In the USA, the brief presidential term 
of John F. Kennedy seemed to herald a modern approach to statesmanship 
- in style, if not substance. In the USSR Khrushchev attempted to lead the 
country towards economic reforms and consumerism. Under the impact of 
Maoism, the international communist movement was irrevocably split. The 
'winds of change' of decolonization (to quote Harold Macmillan) were creating 
a politically independent Third World, at least in appearance. 

Was the student unrest anything mote than the mere reflection of sections 
of a post-war generation coming of age? To what extent did it prepare the 
ground for the anti-state neo-liberalism of the 198os? Did this rebelliousness 
achieve anything more than weakening the traditional Left, without leading 
to any alternative? As Zhou Enlai is supposed to have remarked about the 
effects of French Revolution: 'It is too soon to say.' 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

The Revival of Feminism 

IN 1966, in Britain, a group of socialist intellectuals led by Raymond Williams, 
E. P. Thompson and Stuart Hall formed the May Day Manifesto Committee 
to draft a political declaration for the developing New Left. In 1968 a longer 
version of the initial draft was published as a I9o---page book and was widely 
read. Critical of the Labour Party, the Manifesto dealt with all the important 
issues of the day: poverty, housing, education, inequality, communications 
and advertising, the economy, international capitalism, US imperialism, the 
technology gap, multinational companies, militarism, the Cold War, the Third 
World, the decline of British industry, the role of the state, the problems of 
the Labour Party, trade unions and so on. 

This book, the product of the most alert minds among the British left
wing intelligentsia, did not contain a single reference to the position of 
women in society. 1 At the time this was not surprising. The Mcry Dqy Manifesto 
might have had a longer shelf life if the drafters had taken more seriously 
a ground-breaking article by Juliet Mitchell published in 1966 in what had 
been their de facto house journal, the Nel1) Left Reviel1).2 

With ren1arkable insight Mitchell had identified the four themes around 
which the subsequent movement for the liberation of women would be 
structured: women's role in economic production; the domain of reproduction, 
including birth control and abortion; socialization, including the role of the 
family and education; and, finally, the realm of sexuality.3 In 1968 the organ
ized Left, new and old, had not yet confronted these questions. In the absence 
of a women's movement, there were no women's issues. 

It is not surprising, therefore, if to o1any observers and participants the 
revival of feminism towards the end of the 19605 seemed to constitute a new 
phenomenon, distinct from the earlier battle for the suffrage, much of which 
had been forgotten. Once the vote had been secured, the British and North 
American suffragette movements subsided and for a while the struggle of 
women to free themselves from patriarchal forms of oppression appeared to 
be suspended. Initially, the new feminists of the late 1960s had little knowledge 
of their past history. In fact, one significant part of their endeavour precisely 
consisted in recapturing the origin of a movement which had been ~hidden 
from history': 'At regular intervals throughout history, women rediscover 
themselves.'4 
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As the past began to be rescued, it became apparent that many of the 
central features of the new, or 'second·wave' feminism had been present all 
along, in the aspirations of the first hence the characterization of the phase 
discussed here as a 'revival'. To understand how the resurgence of feminism 
marked the Left in the late I960s and 1970S it will be necessary to follow the 
trail of the new feminists into the forgotten past and to describe the old, 
uneasy relation between the proponents of female emancipation and those 
of socialism. 

A study of leading British feminists in the 1850-193° period - when 
feminism emerged as an organized movement lists the following major 
campaigns: women's suffrage; the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts 
(which, in effect, controlled prostitutes); legal rights for married women; 
better educational and employment opportunities; birth control; trade union
ization; and family allowances.5 Even though the intensity of these campaigns 
differed over time, they were all a struggle for equal rights, or against a 
double standard. 'First wave' feminism was essentially concerned with the 
extension to women of rights which had been conferred on men or obtained 
by them. 

Among the earliest trail-blazers was, in France, Olympe de Gouges who, 
in her Declaration des droits de la femme et de fa cit'?}enne (September 1791), 
demanded complete equality between the sexes, including the redefinition of 
marriage as a new social contract between men and women.6 In a forceful 
introduction to her Declaration, she cross-examined 'Man' thus: 

who gave you the sovereign right to oppress my sex? ... blind, bloated with science 
yet wallowing in crass ignorance, in this century of Light and Wisdom, Man yearns 
to rule like a despot over a sex which possesses all the faculties of the intellect 
while pretending to support the revolution and claiming to stand for equality.7 

Olympe de Gouges, who gallantly dedicated her book to Marie Antoinette 
as a demonstration of female solidarity, and who was not an aristocrat but 
the autodidact daughter of a butcher, suffered the same fate as the unfortunate 
queen: she was executed on 3 November 1793. The previous year, she had 
declared: La femme a Ie droit de monter sur I'echafauld; dIe doil avoir egalemen! celui 
de monter a fa tribune (women have the right to mount the scaffold; equally, 
they must have the right to mount the public platform).8 

In England, in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), Mary Wollstone
craft expressed similar views, arguing that society, by forcing women into a 
condition of passivity and dependency, had made them inferior: 'how can 
women be generous when they are the slaves of injustice?'9 The feminine 
condition is the result of man's dominance: 'From the tyranny of man, I 
firmly believe, the greater number of female follies proceed'; 'Let woman 
share the rights', she concluded 'and she will emulate the virtues of man.'JO 

Under the impact of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution, S001e 
men were in the same camp as the first feminists: in France, Antoine Caritat 
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de Condorcet formulated the most developed, early protest of the revolution
ary period on behalf of women's rights. I I Writing shortly before de Gouges 
and Wollstonecraft, Condorcet argued in his essay 'On Giving Women the 
Right of Citizenship' (Sur l'admissiol1 des femmes au droit de cite, 3 July 1790) that 
the principles of the rights of man should be extended to women, and that 
no society which discriminated against women could be truly civilized, since 
there were no rational grounds for doing so. The arguments used by the 
detractors of women - including some which, though refuted for two 
centuries, re-emerge with tiresome frequency - were surveyed by Condorcet 
with refreshingly modern wit: 'Why should people who experience pregnancies 
and monthly indispositions be unable to exercise rights we would never 
refuse to men who have gout every winter, or who catch cold easily?'12 

In Germany, Theodor von Hippel published a polemical work entitled 
Uber die bugerfiche T/erbesserung der W-eiber COn the Civic Advancement of 
Women', 179z), in which he argued that in an age 'when human rights are 
preached loudly from the rooftops', women had to be accepted as equals and 
allo\ved to 'think and act in their own interests and by their own efforts'.13 

It is evident from this that feminism was, from the very beginning, part 
and parcel of that liberal and democratic movement which might be said to 
constitute 'the Left' in the nineteenth century: Wollstonecraft herself had 
entered the English debate against Burke's Reflections on the Revoltltion in France 
by writing and anonymously publishing her Vindication ~f the Rights of Men in 
1790, before turning to women's rightS. 14 The most important feminist text of 
the nineteenth century, John Stuart MilPs The Suljection of Women, was the 
offspring of the radical-liberal tradition. 15 Mill did not question the competitive 
and individualistic nature of the existing social order, but challenged the 
'legal subordination of one sex to the other' on two grounds: first, that it is 
'wrong in itself' and, secondly, that 'it is one of the chief hindrances to 
human improvement.'16 The struggle to repair this injustice could not be the 
work of women alone; it would not succeed 'until men in considerable number 
are prepared to join them in the undertaking'.17 

Mill's courageous book was received with profound hostility by his enemies 
and with embarrassment by his friends. It failed commercially, 'the only 
book on which Mill's publishers ever lost money'.18 It remained a relatively 
isolated example of male pro-feminist liberalism. It cannot be therefore 
surprising if mainstream liberalism had, in the view of feminists, a fundamental 
flaw: the category of citizen which was at the centre of its conceptual 
framework was not gender-neutral. The citizen whose rights were proclaimed 
by liberals and democrats was a male citizen still able to arrogate to himself 
the patriarchal prerogatives and privileges of the ancien regime. 

A not dissimilar analysis was conducted by the first theorists of the socialist 
movement, particularly J<arl Marx: the labour contract which brought jurid
ically equal citizens face to face disguised a real inequality of power; a citizen 
owner of capital faced another - a worker - possessor only of his labour. 
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Both the feminist and the socialist movements, whose respective development 
would be unthinkable without the catalytic force of liberalism, challenged it 
on the same territory: the separation, established by liberalism, between the 
political sphere and civil society. Liberals held the view that citizens should 
be able to participate freely and equally in political society, while in civil 
society they were to be protected from interference from the political level, 
that is, from the state. This formulation implies that the only serious inequality 
is political. Once all citizens had established their political equality before the 
law, they could be left free to compete in civil society. The only thing that 
would preclude the poor from entering the Ritz would be the lack of ready 
cash, not the laws of the state or aristocratic privilege. The reforming zeal 
of liberalism left untouched the disequilibrium of power in civil society. 
Mainstream liberalism did not accept that to grant equal political rights to 
unequal persons perpetuates significant inequalities. True egalitarianism could 
not be indifferent to substantive social inequality between persons as Jean
Jacques Rousseau, Mary Wollstonecraft's great mentor and interlocutor,19 had 
indicated in his Social Contract and the Discourse on Inequality. 20 

Socialists and feminists did not simply denounce the duplicity and in
completeness of the liberal revolution - the citizenry whose power it sought 
to enhance excluded the propertyless worker and the female, both equally 
disenfranchised. They also sought to reveal the uneven distribution of power 
in civil society. It was at this point that the two traditions, the socialist and 
the feminist, diverged: socialists - of the post-utopian variety - concentrated 
their attacks on socio-economic inequality and its political repercussions; 
feminists focused on the systematic gender inequality which pervaded all 
spheres, from family life to the most elemental interpersonal associations, 
including the relationship between men and women. This 'private' sphere -
especially the family - was more densely political than a constituent assembly, 
for it was the locus in which the most complex system for the formation 
and distribution of power, or the assignment of roles (which is the same 
thing), was endlessly being constructed and reconstructed. This awareness 
had been reached by feminists as early as Wollstonecraft. 21 Though generally 
regarded as the leading advocate of the extension of liberal rights to women, 
Wollstonecraft was far more than this. Above all, as Barbara Taylor has 
suggested,22 she was one of the first theorists of sexual differentiation, who 
posed the key questions: 'How are women made?' and 'What does it mean 
to be a woman now?' questions which have haunted feminism these past 
two hundred years and which will probably remain unanswered unless the 
analogous questions: 'How are men made?', 'What does it n1ean to be a n1an 
now?' are finally posed with similar force and urgency. 

Wollstonecraft had the merit of opening up this dangerous field of human 
inquiry - before Freud - and contrasting the corrupt and debased relationship 
prevailing between the sexes to a pure, natural union between equals.23 In 
this sense she was well in advance of J. S. Mill, who was mainly concerned 
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with the legal, not the sexual, subjection of women. Mill remained a stereo
typical 'Victorian' unconcerned with sexual passion, sex itself being an 'animal 
passion' which men inflicted on women.24 

Some of the more perceptive socialists of the nineteenth century dimly 
grasped the importance of sexual equality. The young Marx, not yet a Marxist, 
attacked unilateral sexual relations (that is to say, person-to-object), whether 
under the conventions of bourgeois marriage (where women constituted, in 
his view, a form of private property); or under its mirror-image, collectivist 
'crude' communism which views 'woman as the prey and the handmaid of 
communal lust', thus expressing 'the infinite degradation in which man exists 
for himself'. This is contrasted to the non-alienated, other-directed, person
to-person, equal sexual relationship in which 'man' (meaning the species - in 
German, mensch) can become truly human: 'From this relationship man's 
whole level of development can be assessed ... It also shows how far man's 
needs have become human needs, and consequently how far the other person, 
as a person, has become one of his needs, and to what extent he is in his 
individual existence at the same time a social being.' In the true love relation 
of equal to equal, Marx finds the embryonic fragment of the society of the 
future which, by abolishing human self-alienation, signals the 'definitive 
resolution of the antagonism between man and nature and between man and 
man'. This society is communism, the self-conscious 'solution of the riddle 
of history'.25 

Soon Marx abandoned all this and turned to his analyses of capitalism. 
Many years later, in 1884, Friedrich Engels developed his critique of the 
family, an institution, he wrote, 'based on the open or disguised enslavement 
of the woman ... In the family, he is the bourgeois; the wife represents the 
proletariat.'26 'Woman was the first hUlnan being that tasted bondage. Woman 
was a slave before the slave existed', August Bebel had \vritten a few years 
earlier in Die Frail lind der Sozialisnttls (1879), one of the fundamental texts of 
German social democracy and one of the most popular expositions of social
isn1, translated into many languages. 27 

By then, the connection between female emancipation and general emanci
pation had become widely accepted - at least in principle - in the socialist 
movement. The earliest formulation of this position, in France in 1808, was 
by Charles Fourier, one of the most feminist of the first socialists, who had 
argued in his Theone des quatre mouvements et des destinees generales that 'The 
extension of rights to women is the general measure of all social progress.'28 
Sixty years later, this was echoed by 11arx in a letter to J<ugelmann: 'Social 
progress can be measured exactly by the social position of the fair sex.'29 

It should be said that the emancipation of women is an imperfect index 
of socio-economic advance. For instance, in the quality and range of women's 
higher education, retrograde Tsarist Russia had no peer in Europe, and was 
second only to the USA; Russian wives could own property, while in 'ad
vanced' Victorian Britain they were entirely propertyless until the Married 
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Woman's Property Act of 1882.30 The University of Calcutta gave degrees to 
women in 1883, decades before Oxford and Cambridge. 31 

Nevertheless, by the end of the nineteenth century it was an axiom 
uncontested among all educated progressives that economic and technological 
growth brought with it social progress. By and large, reactionaries too 
subscribed to this determinism, though for them, of course, social progress 
was a poisoned chalice. 

In socialist discourse, the link between social emancipation and the libera
tion of women developed into a language of priority and preconditions: the 
eventual destruction of 'sex slavery' could not occur until capitalism had 
been dismantled. The 'complete solution of the Women's Question is as 
unattainable as the solution of the Labour Question under the existing social 
and political institutions'.32 This was so widely accepted that the twenty-two
year-old Bertrand Russell turned to socialism because he believed that this 
was the secure path to female emancipation. As he wrote to his fiancee, Alys 
Pearsall Smith: 'I feel that the thing I have learnt this year is that any 
improvement in the condition of the great mass of women is only possible 
through Socialism, and it is this discovery which has made me a Socialist.'33 

The liberation of women was widely seen as inextricably linked with the 
liberation of labour. It provided women with a powerful ally - the labour 
movement - but at the price of subordination to it. Since the labour move
ment was a masculine guild, this was not entirely consistent with a movement 
which aimed at emancipating women from subordination to men. But it was 
certainly coherent with social-democratic ideology, according to which no 
major social question could be resolved under capitalism. Pending the socialist 
millennium, of course, much could be done; accordingly, the SPD's Erfurt 
Programme of 189 I committed the party to universal suffrage, equal rights 
and, consequently, to the repeal of all laws discriminating against women. No 
other party in Wilhelmine Germany raised such egalitarian den1ands. 34 Never
theless, women remained marginal to the politics of the SPD, even when, as 
during the Weimar Republic) they had acquired formal equality and the right 
to vote.35 

By the turn of the century, socialism and independent feminism had gone 
their separate ways. The forn1er rose powerfully, a men's movement in a 
man's world. Feminism struggled to surface. It was forced to resort to 
symbolic politics. It was squeezed between the paternalism of its few male 
sympathizers, the hostility of the majority of men, and the indifference of 
too many women. The disjuncture between feminism and socialism occurred 
when the socialist movement became organized as a mass movement, when 
factory workers became overwhelmingly male, and when the universalist and 
arguably utopian objective of 'total' emancipation gave way to a more concrete 
and mote reformist practice. This disjuncture had occurred in Britain much 
earlier than elsewhere, with the rise of an independently organized working
class movement, Chartism. In her magisterial analysis of Owenite socialism, 
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Barbara Taylor has documented the transition from a joint socialist-feminist 
vision of a world turned upside down, to one in which women's rights 
became a narrower issue, divorced from a revolutionary perspective and, 
consequently, more acceptable to middle-class women who could organize 
reform campaigns without being constantly accused of 'socialistic aims or 
immoral sexual intentions'.36 

Socialist women had to distance themselves both from sexually emanci
patory feminism and its reformist middle-class variant. To be accepted into 
the ranks of socialists they had to accept the prevailing view that sexual 
liberation was of interest only to a small minority of emancipated middle
class women. They had to distinguish themselves from those 'bourgeois' 
feminists who fought for the extension of liberal freedoms to women, while 
leaving the capitalist relations of production unchanged. Yet at the time 
feminists were turning to the socialist movement. Socialists appeared to be 
more consistent than liberals in their support for the extension of equal 
rights to women. Socialist parties were seen by many middle-class women 
activists as the best instrument with which to reach working-class women. 
Socialism accepted, in principle, even if only for the distant post-capitalist 
future, the idea of complete female emancipation. There was a further powerful 
ideological synchrony: both movements were children of the modern world. 
At the time, feminist women, like socialist men, stood in radical opposition 
to traditions. Unlike millenarian movements, feminism could not hark back 
to a mythical past. Even in the Garden of Eden woman was the inferior 
creature. Where were the 'good old days' for won1en, if the origin of their 
subjection was lost in unreconstructable myths? What was the past for the 
proletariat, a new class which had no history outside that of capitalism? In 
the domain of tactics, socialism and fen1inism often compromised, vacillated 
or turned moderate. But in the kingdom of principles, their hostility to the 
world of traditions was implacable. The past had to become scorched earth. 

To be a felninist meant to be a 'modern' woman; socialism, still a radical 
creed, appeared equally modern, requiring new men, unencumbered by old 
prejudices and deference. The world of work, the centre of socialist organ
ization, for all its alienating and brutalizing features, appeared to many 
feminists as an instrument of emancipation; in it, women could aspire to be 
'like men', to earn a salary and secure a modicum of financial independence. 
By the turn of the century, in Western Europe, the working class had 
established some dignity, had acquired the consciousness of its own rights, 
had developed powerful trade unions and political parties, was feared and 
respected by the powers that be. Thus feminists assumed that emancipation 
required women to enter the mainstream of the new labour force, in factories 
and offices, not because it was desirable to submit to the same form of wage 
slavery and drudgery as 01en, but because this was the avenue for fen1ale 
emancipation, for the elimination of a division of labour which had restricted 
woman's work to the home, while designating 'real' that is, remunerated 
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work as the province of men. Socialist feminists such as Olive Schreiner 
believed that the march of technological progress and modernity offered the 
possibility of a new deal between men and women. In her Woman and Labour 
(1911), she wrote: 

The past material conditions of life have gone for ever; no will of man can recall 
them; but this is OUf demand: We demand that, in that strange new world that is 
arising alike upon the man and the woman, where nothing is as it was, and all 
things are assuming new shapes and new relations, that in this new world we also 
have our share of honoured and socially useful human toil, our full half of the 
labour of the Children of Woman. We demand nothing more than this, and we 
will take nothing less. This is our 'Woman's Right!'37 

Such sentiments were not the prerogative of socialist feminists. The first 
Russian woman economist, Mariya Vernadskaya, a supporter of free trade 
liberalism, stressed the liberating possibility of work, and urged women to 
abandon their exclusive role as wives and mothers, explaining that the 
husband's power derived from his role as sale breadwinner.38 The assumption 
that technology would release women from the drudgery of household chores 
was part of the optimistic view socialists and progressives had of the liberating 
potentiality of technical progress. Bebel himself was much impressed by the 
use of technology in the preparation of food and cited the Americans, who 
'have made the common sense discovery' that it is inefficient for women 'to 
bake their own bread and brew their beer' when the lot can be produced, 
more cheaply, by 'the co-operative cooking establishment'.39 In future, mass 
catering would liberate women from the drudgery of the private kitchen, 
which was 'an obsolescent institution', in which time, power and material 
were thoughtlessly and extravagantly wasted. 'Chemistry', Bebel added, 'will 
teach us how to prepare new and better articles of food in the future to an 
extent quite unknown at presene4D As Diana Coole has pointed out, it was 
seldom suggested that women's drudgery could be decreased in the meantime 
by the simple expedient of sharing it with men.41 

Some socialist parties continued to advocate protective legislation which 
would prohibit women working in physically demanding occupations, and 
even, as in the 1880 programme of the Spanish socialists, in jobs contrary to 
'good motals'.42 By the beginning of the twentieth century, however, it was 
widely held by socialists that entry into the labour force (though not neces
sarily in all occupations) was the key to female emancipation. In a speech 
delivered at the founding congress of the Second International in 1889, and 
entitled 'The Liberation of Women', Clara Zetlcin pressed for the end of all 
restrictions upon female employment outside the family. Economic independ
ence was one of the preconditions for women's social emancipation, even 
though, like Bebel, Zetlcin agreed that no major gains could be achieved 
under capitalism. Nor was she under any illusion that the struggle for women 
within the organizations of the working class would be easy. Consequently, 
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she explained to her followers that it would be necessary to fight against the 
men in the party who wished their women to stay at home. 

Bebel too had realized the importance of convincing socialist men of the 
importance of female participation: 'Every Socialist recognizes the dependence 
of the workman on the capitalist, and cannot understand that others ... 
should fail to recognize it also; but the same Socialist often does not recognize 
the dependence of women on men because the question touches his own 
dear self more or less nearly.' 43 

However, socialists did not only demand the proletarianization of woman; 
they also fought for her to acquire citizenship rights and, above all, the right 
to vote. True universal suffrage, already established in the SPD's Erfurt 
Programme, was accepted by the Socialist International at the Stuttgart 
Congress of 19°7. It had been approved unanimously, apart from the isolated 
opposition of the Fabian delegate, a woman who wanted female suffrage to 
be restricted to those owning property. In spite of the position officially 
adopted at Stuttgart, however, many social democrats, particularly in Austria, 
Belgium, France and Holland, feared that an extension of the suffrage to 
women would increase the vote of clerical parties. The Belgian socialist leader 
Emile Vandervelde, for instance, though upholding the principle of female 
suffrage, had declared that women were not yet intellectually mature enough 
to be given political rights - meaning, one presumes, that they would not 
vote for the socialists.44 Even after the war, when women gained the vote in 
many countries, the Belgians extended it only to those who had distinguished 
themselves during the conflict, or who had lost a husband or a son during 
the war.4S 

This was not the position of the SPD. Bebel had been unequivocal: 
universal suffrage was a matter of principle.46 I(arl Liebknecht had promptly 
expressed his outrage at Vandervelde's position. Lenin, particularly shocked 
by the opportunistic behaviour of the Austrian socialists, readily agreed. 47 

That women should be able to work 'just like men', and vote 'just like 
men', might appear an emancipatory idea, were it not for the fact that it 
involved the acceptance of a male model of social organization. There was 
no question of a specifically feminist politics, but only of a socialist politics 
for women. 

To succeed in the socialist movement, socialist feminists had to de~feminize 
themselves, or, at least, sharply demarcate themselves from feminism. The 
leaders of the Belgian socialist women's group, mainly middle class, thought 
like Vandervelde: women's role was to support the political activity of men.48 

Rosa Luxemburg, one of the leading socialist theoreticians of her day, took 
no interest in 'the woman question', and thought it was all 'old ladies' 
nonsense'.49 Even Clara Zetkin, who considered the question of crucial 
importance to the destiny of socialism, was so hostile towards feminism that 
she thought Bebel had been too sympathetic to it. She instructed socialist 
women to avoid co-operating with feminist groups, and poured scorn on all 
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those who thought that the war between the sexes was more important than 
the class struggle. so At the First International Congress of Socialist Women 
in 1907 - organized by Zetlcin in conjunction with the Stuttgart Congress of 
the Second International - she reaffirmed her belief that 'The female 
proletariat cannot count on the support of the bourgeois women'. Never
theless, for class reasons she believed that they ought to 

march separately but fight together ... But the female proletarians must know 
that they cannot acquire the right to vote in a struggle of the female sex without 
class distinctions against the male sex. No, it must be a class struggle of all the 
exploited without differences of sex against all exploiters no matter what sex they 
belong to. 51 

The essential difference between bourgeois feminists and socialist women, 
maintained Zetkin, was that 'For us Socialists ... women's suffrage cannot be 
the "final goar' as it is for bourgeois women.' It was only 'one phase of the 
battle towards our final goal'. 52 

The real aim of Zetlcin's speech, however, was not to lambast bourgeois 
feminism, hut to obtain the support of all socialist parties for real universal 
suffrage. In the first place, she had to establish that this was a question of 
principle against the waverers who argued that women would vote for the 
conservative parties. Secondly, she was arguing against those who were 
prepared to compromise by accepting the concession of limited suffrage to 
women of property, pointing out that this disadvantaged social democrats 
electorally, and that in addition it was essential to keep all women united in 
the battle for universal suffrage. Conceding the suffrage to women of property 
would allow 'the pacified bourgeois women to drop out of the battle for 
political equality of the entire female sex'.53 Zetlcin obtained what she wanted. 
The Congress passed a strong resolution in favour of universal suffrage, but 
added that 'socialist women must not ally themselves with the feminists of 
the bourgeoisie, but lead the battle side by side with the socialist parties'.54 
To obtain this Zetkin had been forced into a somewhat ambiguous position: 
class was always more important than gender, yet it was vital to keep all 
women, regardless of class, united in the struggle. 

The General Austrian Women's Association (the Allgemeiner Osterreich
ischer Frauenverein) was representative of the feminist organizations which 
had developed in most European countries by the end of the century. It was 
vastly outnumbered by anti-feminist women's associations, such as the rabidly 
anti-Semitic Viennese Christian Women's League.55 It considered I<arl Luger's 
Social Christian Party to be the chief enemy. It had campaigned for the 
socialist leader Victor Adler in 190 I, but refused to join his party. The 
Association's leader, Auguste Fickert, propounded views which became com
mon currency among second-wave feminists: 'The women's movement ... 
does not need a political party, it is itself a driving force in political life and 
perhaps destined not only to transform party politics but to fill politics 
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altogether with a different contene56 The Association had proclaimed as 
early as 1894 that 'The women's movement is at its heart revolutionary for 
it aims at a fundamental reorganization of all forms of human living together, 
a reorganization that perhaps Social Democracy does not even dream of.'57 
Nevertheless, social-democratic women continued to consider the Association 
to be reformist and not revolutionary. Class, not gender, was the driving 
force of history. 

Denouncing feminism had become virtually obligatory for socialist women. 
Those who wanted to have some influence in the socialist movement had to 
understand the language of socialist priorities. The histories of some of the 
most important socialist women active between 1880 and I920 are exemplary: 
in Italy Anna J<uliscioff, in France Madeleine Pelletier and Hubettine Auelert, 
in Russia Alexandra I<ollontai. 

Anna I<uliscioff, a Russian revolutionary who became one of the most 
influential personalities in Italian socialism, in her lecture II monopolio dell'uomo 
(I890)' had started out by following the official Bebel-Zetldn line, insisting 
that the class struggle was the n1ain road leading to economic emancipation. 
Later in the lecture, however, she explained that ~as long as men, even socialist 
men, even the best men in the world, make laws these will be to their 
advantage and to our disadvantage.,s8 With views like these, it was impossible 
to have any significant influence in the PSI. I<uliscioff was compelled to 
relinquish her feminism. In 1897 she wrote in the party journal that 'the 
present feminism of the middle class is merely a replica of the revolutionary 
movement of the male middle class a century ago. Freedom for woman ... 
can only be freedom for the middle-class woman ... Socialism and feminism, 
if they can be parallel social tendencies, cannot be one cause.'59 

By I 905, I<uliscioff had come out against the extension of the suffrage to 
women (for tactical reasons); and, later, when she (and the Socialist Party) 
demanded it, this was on class not on feminist grounds, as a reaction against 
its proposed extension only to women of property,60 I<uliscioff directly 
experienced the contradiction between class and gender, and that between 
political involvement and personal life: in I9IO she was in open conflict with 
her companion of forty years, the leader of the PSI, Filippo Turati, who did 
not understand the urgency of fighting for universal suffrage. Her polemic 
blazed across three consecutive issues of Crjtica Sociale in I 9 I 0.

61 Her defence 
of universal suffrage for all women, regardless of class, had to rest on 
essentially class grounds, the only language acceptable to socialists. 

In France, the political itinerary of Madeleine Pelletier, one of the first 
woman doctors, was sitnilar to that of I<uliscioff. Pelletier started her political 
life as a feminist and joined the French socialists with the avowed purpose 
of using the Socialist Party on behalf of the feminist cause.62 In outlook, 
Pelletier was closer to second-wave fen1inism than many of her contempor
aries: she despised the institution of the family; was in favour of a free 
sexuality on equal terms with men; advocated the legalization of abortion; 
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and believed children should be brought up in common.63 However, she 
soon discovered - and accepted - that in order to remain inside the SFIO, 
and wield some inRuence, she would have to temper her demands and accept 
the complete separation of socialist women from bourgeois feminists. 64 

Hubertine Auclert refused this constraint. Speaking at the Socialist Workers' 
Congress in Marseille in October 1879, she made it clear that she was speaking 
as a woman and not as a worker. She explained that she was reluctant to 
merge her demands with those of socialist men, because she feared that 
human equality 'will again be only the equality of men among themselves, 
and that women will be duped by the men of the proletariat as the proletarians 
were by the bourgeois'.65 Nevertheless, her motion guaranteeing women equal 
rights with men in all spheres of social and political life won the day: 

in all circumstances, women will have their freedom of action like men. The 
congress, considering that a role must depend on the choice of the individual 
who fills it, if it is to be fulfilled, assigns no special role to women, they will take 
the roles and the places in society to which their vocations call them.66 

Accepting resolutions, however, seldom changes the world. As Auclert sus
pected, the French socialists, though more advanced than all other parties in 
France, were never, in spite of the resolutions they regularly endorsed at 
their various congresses, wholeheartedly in favour of the extension of the 
suffrage to women. As Sowerwine explains, 'in 1906 ... the party voted to 
present a bill for women's suffrage which was never written and ... in 1907 
the SFIO deputies named a sub-committee on women's rights which never 
met.'67 Magraw concurs, pointing out that less than 3 per cent of SFIO 
members were women, and adds that 'There was an abject failure to mobilize 
female participation. Party congresses paid lip service to women's rights. But 
Jaures failed to keep his promise, made to feminist delegations who came to 
lobby him, to give such questions priority.'68 French trade unionists were 
deeply imbued with an archaic Proudhonian view of women, and were 
inordinately fond of the virtues of feminine domesticity, the idyllic image of 
the glow of the 'woman by the hearth,.69 On the other hand, the Belgian 
socialists of the POB/BWP, fairly backward on women's issues, elected a 
genuinely revolutionary feminist, Emilie Claeys, to the Central Committee 
(1893).70 Inconsistencies aside, in all countries the main reason behind the 
socialist ambiguity on the question of universal suffrage was a profound 
pessimism about the voting intentions of women. It was widely assumed that 
they would be the prey of the conservative parties and that they would be 
influenced by the local priest. This assumption was probably true, though, as 
we have seen, Bebel had insisted that there should be no compromise on 
universal suffrage. 

The polemic against bourgeois feminists continued unremittingly even in 
the Russian Empire, where bourgeois democracy had yet to come. Thus, in 
1908 Alexandra I<ollontai - who became the only woman in the first 
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Bolshevik government - and a small group of social-democratic women 
argued at the All-Russian Congress of Women against 'bourgeois' feminists 
who held the view that women had specific interests which bound them 
together across class lines. Having made this necessary gesture of homage to 
the official view, I<ollontai later argued that women workers were doubly 
oppressed, by capitalism and by the men in their lives, and advocated separate 
women's groups within the party. By 1917) all Russian socialist groupings 
Mensheviks, Bolsheviks and socialist revolutionaries and even the Liberals 
(the Kadets) had accepted the principle of separate organizations. 71 

At least on paper, the realization that working women suffered under a 
double oppression, as workers and as women, was common currency. Thus, 
no one was surprised when Lenin, in celebrating International Woman's Day 
in March 192.1 wrote in Pravda that 

under capitalism the female half of the human race is doubly oppressed ... firstly 
... because the law does not give them equality with men; and secondly - and this 
is the main thing - they remain in 'household bondage', they continue to be 
'household slaves', for they are overburdened with the drudgery of the most 
squalid, backbreaking and stultifying toil in the kitchen and the family household.72 

That feminism had a preferential relationship with the Left, that Left parties 
upheld women's demands for political and social equality more consistently 
and more vigorously than other parties, is difficult to deny. Nevertheless, the 
alliance between feminism and socialism was fundamentally unequal. It was 
accepted by socialists only on their own terms, namely that the social struggle 
between capital and labour was to be recognized as fundamental; the emanci
pation of women as women depended on the victory of the working class. 
Feminists who refused the terms of this alliance had to be content with 
demanding the extension to women of liberal or 'bourgeois' rights, assuming 
that social and economic emancipation would somehow ensue from political 
freedom. According to the canon of the established Left, once true universal 
suffrage was achieved, liberal fenlinists would rest on their laurels. Those 
who still felt dissatisfied could opt to join the socialist movement, whose 
aims were still far from being achieved. It seemed, in other words, that 
women had to foHow, whether the liberals or the socialists, but they had to 
follow. 

Most first-wave feminists, especially socialist feminists, were isolated from 
other women. This is a price often paid by those who belong to a vanguard 
movement. As recently as 1989, an editorial in a special issue of the Feminist 
Reviel1) marking twenty years of second-wave feminism, accepted that 'Many 
women have little access, or are indeed profoundly hostile to the social 
forms and political practices of the women's movement avant~garde.'73 To 
this continuing problem had to be added at the turn of the century a 
particularly pronounced class dimension. NIost of the male activists in the 
socialist Inovement were working-class men, while most of the wotnen who 
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fought for the suffrage were middle- or upper-class.74 For instance, women 
members of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party comprised between 
I I and 15 per cent of the total, but they came prevalently from the intel
ligentsia, unlike the men who were mainly unskilled workers and artisans.75 

This class difference is hardly surprising: poor women, unlike their working
class husbands, had no organizational framework enabling them to participate 
in politics. They did not belong to the skilled, craft-based working class 
which had provided the trade unions with their best cadres. They were 
excluded from large-scale industrial plants where solidarity and brotherhood 
sprang from shared struggle and shared oppression. It was mainly self
confident and educated women from a privileged background who could 
have the intellectual courage, fortitude and determination to confront phal
anxes of men whose attitudes with some honourable exceptions - ranged 
from the condescendingly patronizing to the viciously hostile. Thus, socialist 
feminists had to fight their lonely battle within masculine organizations, 
speaking on behalf of working-class women with whom they had little in 
common and whom they could not organize. As if these handicaps were not 
enough) they were prevented from co-operating with their obvious allies, 
bourgeois feminists. The few socialist women who rose to the top in working
class parties did so by demonstrating that they were 'as good as men'. This 
meant putting class first and being women second, thus becoming even less 
representative of ordinary women.76 

The hostility socialist women felt towards mainstream feminism was more 
than reciprocated. In France, bourgeois feminists were reluctant to lose the 
support of liberal men by siding with their less than respectable socialist 
counterparts.77 In Britain working-class women were perturbed at the militant 
tactics of the largely middle-class-Ied Women's Social and Political Union 
(WSpU).78 The WSPU - arguably the most formidable feminist organization 
in Europe, certainly the best-known thanks to Christabel Pankhurst's out
rageous tactics and her flair for publicity - had started out with the intention 
of persuading the new Labour Party to support universal suffrage. By 19°7, 
however, the WSPU was toying with the idea of suffrage for women restricted 
by property qualifications on a par with manhood suffrage, something which 
would benefit the Conservative Party far more than either Liberals or social
ists.79 By 1912, under the impetus of Christabel Pankhurst, never tender with 
the Independent Labour Party, the WSPU ceased to consider the labour 
movement its principal interlocutor. Christabel's sister, Sylvia Pankhurst, a 
committed socialist, was expelled from the WSPU and, years later, became 
one of the founders of the British Communist Party. The WSPU behaved 
increasingly like an underground organization for which tactics became 
everything. so When the war broke out, the WSPU and the other main suffra
gettes' organization, Millicent Fawcett's less militant but larger National Union 
of Women's Suffrage Societies, joined in patriotic support for the war effort.sl 

This rapid overview of some aspects of first-wave feminism brings us to 
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the question of its relationship with feminists of the second wave. It may 
seem that the latter simply exhumed the half-forgotten demands of the 
former. But they did so in very different circumstances: by the 19608, the 
percentage of educated women had grown markedly; the strength of con
ventional morality had much diminished; recognition of the central importance 
of equal rights was accepted by a very wide spectrum of political opinion, 
including most conservatives. The so-called sexual revolution made the much~ 
despised double standard politically indefensible. A new generation of women, 
decisively more confident of their rights, could continue a struggle which the 
first-wave feminists could only initiate. The personal and psychological costs 
of fighting difficult battles, only to find oneself isolated later on, should not 
be underestimated. In a few significant instances, feminist leaders ended up 
embracing eccentric causes: Christabel Pankhurst took up the cause of the 
Second Coming of Christ; her mother, Emmeline Pankhurst, turned to 
campaigning against venereal diseases and sexual freedom and joined the 
Conservative Party. Sylvia Pankhurst eventually went to Ethiopia, and became 
a supporter of pan-Africanism and of the Emperor Haile Selassie. Adela 
Pankhurst became a fascist. Christabel's main working-class supporter, Annie 
I<enney, became a theosophist.82 

The obstacles confronted by first~wave feminism in its encounter with 
socialism can be subsumed under a single heading: the theoretical framework 
of socialism, Marxist and non-Marxist alike, could accommodate only aspects 
of the relations between the sexes which could be explained in socia-economic 
terms, and traced back to an inequality in the relations of production. Lenin 
spoke for the whole Left, and not just for the Bolsheviks~ when, with 
characteristically complete if unfounded confidence, he affirmed that the 
abolition of private property 'alone opens up the way towards a complete 
and actual emancipation of woman'.83 Even when the first socialists attacked 
specifically sexual forms of oppression, they never failed to trace these back 
to their socia-economic origins. For example, August Bebel did not shrink 
from castigating the sexual oppression of women by dissolute men, con
demning the fact that the seduced woman had no claim to support from 
society, or from the man responsible for her condition, and might have to 
resort to a dangerous and illegal abortion or to child murder: 'The un
scrupulous man, the moral author of the crime, in reality the true murderer, 
is unpunished ... probably soon after (he) becomes a ... much respected 
man.'84 Nearly a hundred years previously, Mary Wollstonecraft had likewise 
pointed out that 'men ought to maintain the women whom they have 
seduced'.85 Bebel would have agreed, and went even further, castigating 
(bourgeois marriage' as 'worse than prostitution\ adding: ' a wife is sold into 
the hands of her husband and must endure his embraces though she may 
have a hundred causes to hate and abominate him.'86 However, the ultimate 
responsibility for this state of affairs was firmly attributed to capitalist relations 
of production, not patriarchy.S? 
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Socialists could be united against patriarchy as long as it was viewed as an 
effect of class society. As Rosalind Coward has pointed out, 'Questions of 
sexual behaviour, masculine behaviour, questions of control and expression 
of sexuality, questions of female autonomy were all in contradiction with 
Marxism's hierarchy of analytic and political priorities given in the determin
istic account of sexual and familial relations.'88 

Socialist and social-democratic parties could accept that women workers 
were more' exploited than men workers. They could not accept that the 
bourgeois woman and the working-class woman shared a common bond: 
male oppression. The Left's class analysis inevitably had the function of 
intellectually breaking this bond - hence the attack upon bourgeois feminism 
- thus rendering an authentic feminism, the independent organization of 
women by women, practically impossible. The real challenge feminism pre
sented to the Left was not that it asked the Left to incorporate women's 
demands in its general programme; there had never been objections to this, 
at least in principle. Feminism's real challenge was that it invited the organized 
Left fundamentally to recast its own ideological framework, abandoning the 
unspoken axiom that the socialist movement was a movement of men which 
women could join on men's terms and, in exchange, receive men's support. 
This new movement of universal emancipation required a de-masculinized 
politics; a socialism for women and men. To this demand the resistance was, 
not surprisingly, formidable. A century~old movement of men could not 
simply shed its skin like a snake during a change of season. 

It does not follow from this that women failed to make considerable 
progress uncler the direction of liberals and socialists. They did. Conversely, 
women as women lost many tights under the authoritarian and semi-authorit
arian right-wing governments which established their dominion over most of 
Europe between the wars. However, by 194;" after the defeat of Nazism and 
fascism, the central demand of all feminists, universal suffrage, had been met 
in most of Europe. This cannot be correlated with the strength of feminism, 
or the support of socialist parties, or the level of economic and social 
development. In spite of lukewarm socialist support, universal suffrage was 
obtained in Holland in I 9 I 7 and in Austria in 1919. True equality in voting 
was obtained in Britain, the home of the strongest suffragette movement, 
only in 1928. In industrially backward Spain, women gained the vote in 193 I, 

after the establishment of the Second Republic. Economically advanced 
Belgium gained universal suffrage only in 1948. In decentralized and 'demo
cratic' Switzerland, women had to wait until the 1970s. French women, whose 
emancipation appeared so well-established - at least in foreign eyes - had to 
wait until the end of the Second World War to vote, just as in post-fascist 
Italy. The women of Finland had been enfranchised in 1906, when their 
country was a rural backwater of Northern Europe and still a dependency of 
the Tsar. The best explanation available is that the political progress of women 
was speeded up by the establishment of a new regime or a new overall 



THE REVIVAL OF FEMINI SM 42.; 

political settlement after a major conflict - in Austria (the First Republic), 
Germany (Weimar), France (the Fourth Republic), Italy (the post-1946 
republic), Spain (the Second Republic), Britain (end of the First World War). 

The new post- J 945 European constitutions conferred on women rights 
they did not have before. In the newly established socialist countries of 
Central and Eastern Europe, women obtained equality of rights - such as 
they were - with men. In terms of their access to paid employment, they 
made faster progress than in the West, but the double standard in the 
domestic division of labour persisted utterly unchanged under socialism a 
comprehensive refutation of Lenin's naively optimistic assertion that capitalism 
was the sole obstacle in the way of the liberation of women. 

Legislative advances for women could thus be achieved without a signifi
cant contribution from feminists. Patriarchal attitudes, together with the 
ideology of male superiority, were barely dented as a result. The renewal of 
democracy in post-war Europe had led to an overall extension of rights to 
women, but this made little difference to power relations between the sexes. 
The extension of the suffrage to women in all European countries after the 
war (except Switzerland) did not significantly change the relations between 
parties. 

In Italy, Article Three of the new republican constitution of 1946 guaran
teed the equal 'social dignity' of all citizens, 'irrespective of sex, race, language, 
religion, political opinions or social or personal status', and stated that all 
obstacles to such equal social dignity would be removed by the state. Thus, 
there was a constitutional basis for legislation removing all causes of inequality. 
If this was not achieved, it was largely because the DC consistently upheld 
the traditional Catholic view of the woman's role. Notable legislative change 
in favour of women did not occur until much later when both the Left and 
feminists were stronger. While- the constitution provided equal rights, a 
woman's adultery remained a criminal offence until the 1970s, and women 
employees could be legally dismissed (and often were) when they married or 
became pregnant. 

In France, the preamble to the constitution of the Fourth Republic (1946) 
stated: 'The laws shall guarantee to women, in every sphere, equal rights with 
men.'89 As elsewhere, the parties of the Left, though not supported by the 
female electorate, had the largest representation of women in Parliament. Of 
the thirty-nine women elected to the French National Assembly in the second 
election of 1946, twenty-six were members of the French Communist Party, 
which had 166 deputies.90 The representation of women in the French 
Parliament decreased steadily between 1946 and 1973. 

In Federal Germany, as in Italy and France, the Basic Law of 1949 (Article 
Three) established that men and women have equal rights and that no one 
may be 'prejudiced or favoured' because of sex (or race, religion, etc.).91 The 
previous constitution of 1919 also had a sexual equality clause, but that had 
been specifically restricted to political rights such as voting, and did not 
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interfere with the Civil Code which established, for instance, that a woman 
could not work without her husband's permission. The new, wider, equality 
clause was due mainly to the efforts of the SPD and its leading woman 
representative, Elizabeth Selbert.92 Yet, even SeIbert, while advancing the 
cause of women, had to make it clear that 'Our demand for this type of 
equal rights does not originate in feminist tendencies. In the thirty years I 
have spent in politics, I have never been and never will be a feminist.'93 This 
'I am not a feminist, but ... ' would increasingly sound like a compulsory 
preamble to feminist demands, as if women had to disavow the inspirational 
source in order to achieve the goal. Socialists found themselves in a similar 
position - that of denying who they really were - only in countries where 
socialism was illegal or deeply unpopular (for instance, the USA). Such were 
the obstacles to the development of a feminist discourse. 

The undeniable fact that n10re women than men tended to vote for 
conservative parties did not dictate any obvious strategy for the Left. Some 
socialists feared that feminism would simply make it more difficult for 
traditional God-fearing women to vote for the Left. Others, with as much 
justification, pointed out that traditionalists took women seriously, assigning 
to them a role which, though subordinate, provided them with dignity (good 
mother, exemplary spouse) and prized the condition of being woman. Against 
the idea of a feminine specificity, the Left still subsumed gender difference 
into an ideology based on the centrality of workers, final repositories of the 
values of the future society. Left-wing attempts to attract the mythical 
'ordinary woman', by mimicking women's magazines, were often pathetic in 
their clumsy innocence: a questionnaire devised for women by the daily 
paper of the PCP in 1946 to establish whether the reader was a good wife, 
included such questions as 'Do you talk to your husband when he reads the 
newspaper?' 'Do you tell him not to drop ash on the carpet?' 'Do you 
squeeze the toothpaste tube in the middle?'94 

Perhaps because there was no female discourse in the parties of the Left, 
more women voted for conservatives and Christian democrats, who appealed 
to traditions and family values, than for socialists and communists. In 
Germany, for instance, until the end of the 19605, the COU /CSU won about 
10 pet cent mote votes from women than from men. Until 1969, the majority 
of SPD voters were male. The gender gap, while remaining favourable to the 
CDU/CSU, narrowed from 2.5 per cent in 1957 to I I per cent in 1969.95 It 
may well be, though it is difficult to prove, that the attempts of the SPD to 
'de-Marxify' itself, and to become a less class-based party, helped it to gain 
ground with women. 

In France, in November 1946, the two parties of the Left obtained 
proportionately more votes from men than from the newly enfranchised 
women.96 In 1967 all the parties of the Left obtained among men just over 
50 per cent of the total, yet lost the overall election. In the presidential 
contest of 1965, the candidate of the Left, Frans:ois Mitterrand, gained 52. 
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per cent of the male vote and only 38 per cent of the female vote, while de 
Gaulle proceeded to win the election with 55 per cent overal1.97 In June 
1968, according to surveys, only 40 per cent of peF voters and 45 per cent 
of socialist voters were women, against 54 per cent of Gaullist voters. 98 The 
anti-clericalism of the SFIO, far more pronounced than that of the PCF, 
made it particularly unappealing to women. Virtually all family associations 
and similar organizations were controlled either by the church, the MRP 
(Christian Democrats), or the communists.99 

In Britain, the European country in which women's conservative voting 
has perhaps been best researched, more women voted for the Conservative 
Party than for the Labour Party until 1979, when there was no marked 
gender gap.100 The gap reappeared in the early 1990S (see chapter 22). By the 
early 1970S, a clear majority of the membership of the Conservative Party 
was female. The mainly middle-class Women's Institute, with over half a 
million members in 1972, was one of the largest British voluntary associations. 
Working-class women gradually became excluded from the House of Com
mons: only one was elected in 1970. Those trade unions with parliamentary 
seats virtually in their gift, such as the miners, the engineers and the transport 
workers, \vere entirely dominated by men. tOt Of course, by 1992, working
class representation in the House of Commons was much reduced regardless 
of sex. 

While fighting against sexual discrimination, throughout Europe the Left 
prevented the emergence of a feminist discourse in its traditional organ
izations. This occurred even where women-only associations were established 
specifically to take up women's issues. For example, in Italy, the Unione 
Donne Italiane (Union of Italian Women - UDI), which reached a peak of 
one million melubers in 1950, had been formed towards the end of 1944 by 
women already active in the main political parties of the Left the PCI, PSI 
and the Action Party. In reality, the UDI was dominated by comn1unist 
women as part of the PCI's strategy of creating 'non-party' organizations to 
develop its support among wider sectors of the population.w2 This is not to 
say that the UDI did not defend working women. It involved itself in issues 
which should have been taken up by the trade unions, had these not continued 
to assume that 'real' workers were men.W3 Nevertheless, by 1950 the political 
views of UDI activists were identical to those of the PCI. This was so, as 
Judith Hellman convincingly shows, not because the PCI imposed a line on 
the wonlen of the UDI but because ~the socialization of these women was 
so complete that they were hard pressed to elaborate an analysis on any 
problem that differed significantly' fronl that of the PCI.I04 

In terms of feminist politics, the PCI was, at least in the ideals it expressed, 
the most advanced political party in Europe. Palmiro Togliatti repeatedly 
asserted that the emancipation of women was 'one of the central issues in 
the renewal of the Italian state and of Italian society,.tOS He argued that the 
cause of the backward social conditions of Italian women was the back-
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wardness of Italian society, not the religiosity of the women themselves -
pointing out that in the distant past only religious women, like Saint Catherine, 
had been able to make their mark on Italian history.l06 The emancipation of 
women could not be achieved by a single party or a single class. It was the 
task of all women, for they all had common interests 'with the exception, 
obviously, of tiny groups connected to the ruling class and its privileges'.lo7 
Accordingly, the UDI was not and should not be a party instrument, but the 
organization of all Italian women. lOS 

Further citations illustrating Togliatti's commitment to a pro-feminist 
position could easily be assembled, but they would do little to alter the fact 
that a substantial problem existed. Where there was no truly autonomous 
feminist movement, where active women had to look over their shoulders to 
ascertain if they were following a 'correct' political position decided elsewhere, 
even a party under a leadership genuinely committed to the emancipation of 
women could not be a party where women were as comfortable as men. In 
fairness, it should be added, as Judith Hellman points out, that many women 
of working-class background felt equally ill at ease at Italian feminist meetings, 
conducted in the convoluted, obfuscatory, absurdly intellectualized and, at 
times, inanely pompous language so beloved of the Italian intelligentsia and 
so little challenged by feminists, 109 

The failure of Italian feminism to establish a common language for all 
women cannot disguise Togliatti's failure to establish the liberation of women 
as a major issue for the PCL This much is clear if one reads the interviews 
with communist women conducted towards the end of the 1970S by two 
well-known Italian communist and feminist journalists, Laura Lilli and Chiara 
Valentini, published by the PCI. l10 While most of the women interviewed 
accepted that the PCI was the most pro-women party available~ the overall 
verdict was not positive. One, a self-confessed non-feminist who emphasised 
that she would rather be on the side of a wife-beating 'macho' engineering 
worker than of Susanna Agnelli, member of the wealthiest Italian family and 
a liberal feminist, lamented that women in the party have 'to speak like 
men'.111 Another said: 'The male rank-and-file activists hardly engage in debate 
and are usually of the opinion that feminists are tarts or loonies,'1l2 Similar 
feelings emerge from Hellman's interviews with women in five Italian cities.113 

Much of what has been narrated so far explains why the revival of 
feminism could not be generated from within the organized Left, in spite of 
the greater concern for the unequal and disadvantaged condition of women 
expressed by socialist and communist parties. Only an independent feminist 
movement standing in a critical, even confrontational relation to the Left, 
could create the conditions for a novel form of 'feminized' socialism. The 
evidence is substantial and compelling. All the main theoreticians of feminism 
in the post-war period belonged to the Left, yet stood at a critical distance 
from its established form. 

The nl0st important felninist text of the immediate post-war years was 
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the work of Simone de Beauvoir, who did not proclaim herself a feminist, 
but considered herself to be a non-orthodox Marxist. She was committed to 
the class struggle, to the notion of the working class as the universal class 
and, until the late 1960s, believed that socialism would bring about the 
emancipation of women. 114 Only in 1968 did she formally begin to describe 
herself as a feminist. 

What could not be spoken aloud in political debate could be \vritten 
about only in more rarefied sphere of theory, though even here the language 
of feminism encountered ridicule and scandal. Simone de Beauvoir's Le 
deuxieme sexe, published in 1949, was denounced by the French communists 
as the work of a petite bourgeoise devoid of any interest to working-class women. 
It was blacklisted by the Roman Catholic church. Albert Camus accused her 
of ridiculing the French male. I IS A sophisticated writer of the stature of 
Frans:ois Mauriac, a Nobel prize-winner, was so outraged that, with un
characteristic vulgarity, he told a member of the board of editors of Les 
Temps modernes, 'Now I know everything about your boss's vagina!'116 

De Beauvoir's seminal work recovered one of the central intuitions of 
Wollstonecraft and expressed it in the strongest terms: 'being a woman' is a 
condition which is socially constructed. 'One is not born a woman: one 
becomes one.'117 The subordination of women is not to be traced back to an 
inevitable biological destiny. Their status is not 'natural'. Women, explained 
de Beauvoir, are constructed in terms of their differences from men. Man is 
the standard: 'He is the Subject, the Absolute: she is the Other.,118 Equality 
must thus imply the reconstruction of women as Subjects. For this to occur, 
it is not sufficient to change laws, institutions and customs. It is essential 
that women should acquire 'a new skin'. This can occur only through a 
collective effort: while women suffer and loathe the oppression of men, it 
does not follow that 'her ovaries condemn her to be on her knees for 
eternity'.119 

Ultimately~ de Beauvoir's thesis resolved itself into an injunction to women 
to abandon their position of 'being-a-woman'. This has often been interpreted 
as a Professor Higgins-like exhortation to 'be more like a man', It is a 
possible, though naive reading. De Beauvoir was building on Sartre's character
ization of freedom as a state in which a subject has transcended or escaped 
the condition of being objectivized or defined by the Other.120 Freedom 
consists of being able to define oneself, instead of being defined by others: 
~the Other's existence brings a factual limit to my freedom ... Here I am -
Jew or Aryan, handsome or ugly, one-armed, etc. All this I am for the Other 
... with no hope of changing it.'121 

De Beauvoir introduced a major feminist variation upon Sanre's position: 
one sex, the male sex, does the defining, while women are those who are 
looked at, defined, alienated from their 'own', 'real' self. What is worse, 
WOITlen connive at being the objectified Other, at accepting their status as 
objects, at adapting themselves, wax-like, to the mould men have made. This 
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is why the liberation of women requires the concurrent destruction of 
'woman-as-defined-by-men' - what later came to be called 'consciousness
raising'. Thus, though de Beauvoir refused to call herself a feminist until the 
late 19605, and though she was committed to class struggle, The Second Sex is 
a central text of modern feminism and a direct challenge to the traditional 
ideology of class~centred socialism. The inescapable conclusion of de Beau
voir's work is that the conflict between men and women cannot in any way 
be subsumed as a variant or an effect of the struggle between capitalists and 
workers. The two struggles unquestionably intersect, but retain a reciprocal 
autonomy. 

This radical view is the ideological core of all second-wave feminism. It 
holds that the liberation of women is a process and not an act, and therefore 
that it cannot be reached merely by introducing a new legal framework. 
What is required is a revolution in consciousness and organizational forms 
separate and different from those that operate where men prevail. Indeed, 
there is no facet of human endeavour which does not require redefinition 
from a woman's point of view. Of course, a 'woman's point of view' is 
something which cannot be defined. Women, like men, have different views. 
No political stance could receive the approval of all women. No mechanism 
could ever be devised to sort out the 'genuinely' feminine (Le. a female
defined feminine) from that femininity which is male-defined. These objec
tions, valid in philosophy, are irrelevant in practical politics, where the aim 
is not to reach logical certainties, but to set the agenda and define the 
struggle. This ambivalence is not exclusive to feminism. Socialists have claimed 
to represent 'the point of view' of the working class; nationalists that of the 
nation. All ideologies make dogmatic and universalistic claims. They are a 
necessity of politics. 

De Beauvoir opened a territory. Others stepped in and redrew the map 
of the knowable from a woman's point of view, although it took twenty more 
years and the maturation of the new post-war generation for this task to be 
undertaken. 

When the new feminists resurfaced in the 1960s, the style and mode of 
presentation of these arguments changed radically, as feminism returned to 
its 'Anglo-Saxon' origins that is, to Britain and the USA. The complex 
language of phenomenology gave way to the radical pamphlet, the two
volume academic treatise to the paperback, the discourse addressed to the 
academy of the few to the bracing airwaves of mass society. As early as the 
mid- I 9605, the British painter Pauline Boty was already satirizing the double
standard characteristic of the prevailing, media-constructed images of men 
and women in her tw'O canvases, It's a Man's World I & II (1965-66). 

In Britain, the Australian author Germaine Greer's The Female Eunuch (1970) 
became one of the most successful feminist books of all time. Like de 
Beauvoir before her - but with a pride and joy in being a woman which de 
Beauvoir never exhibited ~ Greer traced the foundations of male supremacy 
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in all the myths and minutiae of daily life which restricted the freedom of 
women. Her protest was not just against domination but - to borrow a 
phrase from Frigga Haug 'against the normality of domination, as it had 
become a daily habit'.122 The situations displayed ranged from the 'mystery' 
which shrouds women's sexual organs123 to unequal pay,124 from the education 
of little girls 125 to the eternal smile of women in advertisements 126 and the 
'titillating mush of Barbara Cartland'.127 The tract contained no meticulously 
argued thesis on the origin of male domination and provided no strategy for 
female emancipation. But it forcefully stated its goal: 

Womanpower means the self-determination of women, and that means that all 
the baggage of paternalist society will have to be thrown overboard. Woman must 
have room and scope to devise a morality which does not disqualify her from 
excellence, and a psychology which does not condemn her to the status of a 
spiritual cripple. 128 

Notwithstanding Greer's bestseller, it is generally accepted that the initial 
impetus behind the feminisnl of the second wave came from the USA. With 
hindsight an impressive list of causal factors may be assembled. The image 
of modernity and emancipation of the American woman was part of an 
American myth which turned out to be a self-fulfilling prophecy. By accel
erating the dissolution of traditional values, modernity itself created the 
conditions for the liberation of women from their conventional roles. The 
USA, as the pioneer of mass higher education, produced a proportionately 
higher number of educated women than other countries. The struggle for 
racial equality, which prefigured the student movement of the late 19605) had 
laid some of the foundations for a feminism dominated by the values of 
equal rights. No strong class-based party existed to monopolize these new 
struggles and anchor them to socialism. The non-structured, fragmentary 
and non-party based nature of American politics was better suited to the 
development of feminism than the system of parties which dominated Euro
pean states. 

The vivid style and succinct quality of American political writing - as 
opposed to the turgid idiom of its political science - was also infinitely more 
suited to an era of mass readership, and the requirement of a popular 
movement than the ponderous tomes of de Beauvoir's analyses, notwith
standing the elegance of its language. Betty Friedan's The Feminine lvfystique 
(1963) became one of the key texts of American and, soon thereafter, 
European feminism. This was a devastating critique of the condition to which 
the American woman, especially the educated American woman, had been 
reduced: a profound dissatisfaction with her existence as (she made the bed 
in the morning, shopped for groceries, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her 
children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at 
night ... and was afraid to ask even of herself the silent question - "Is this 
all?" '129 The problem \vith women was that they could not be women, but had 
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to be 'feminine'. Friedan called on women to take their deserved place in 
society, to 'change the insidious unwritten rules which let them do the political 
housework while the men make the decisions', to make 'life plans geared to 
their real abilities' without having 'to sacrifice marriage and motherhood'.130 

The radical pendant to Friedan was Shulamith Firestone's self-assured The 
Dialectic of Sex. The Case for a Feminist Revolution. Dedicated to Simone de 
Beauvoir, 'who endured', The Dialectic oj Sex attacked the central tenets of 
familial ideology: child-bearing and motherhood. If 'biology was destiny' 
(Freud), in the sense that pregnancy and child-rearing, and the consequent 
entrapment in the family, handicapped women in their struggle to achieve 
equality with men, then, wrote Firestone, it was necessary to break down not 
only the social distinctions between the sexes - something many first-wave 
liberal feminists would have agreed with - but the biological distinctions as 
well. Advanced forms of contraception were already enabling women to 
achieve considerable control over their reproductive cycle, separating sexual 
passion from the fear of pregnancy (as is the case with men). Test-tube 
babies - said Firestone - would break the remaining special link between 
women and children, opening up the path for final emancipation. Just as 
Marxists advocated the class struggle to eliminate classes, Firestone advocated 
a sex struggle of women against men to eliminate 'sex classes'. Love between 
a man and a woman was inevitably 'complicated, corrupted, or obsttucted by 
an unequal balance of power'.131 To redress the balance, a major revolution 
was required: 

the end goal of feminist revolution must be, unlike that of the first feminist 
revolution, not just the elimination of male privilege but of the sex distinction itself: 
genital differences between human beings would no longer matter culturally ... 
The reproduction of the species by one sex for the benefit of both would be 
replaced by (at least the option) of artificial reproduction: children would be born 
to both sexes equally ... the dependence of the child on the mother (and vice 
versa) would give way to a greatly shortened dependence on a small group of 
others in general ... The tyranny of the biological family would be broken. 132 

That the domination of men (or patriarchy) was not an epiphenomenon of 
socio-economic relationships but the real site of a battle yet to be waged 
was the centrepiece of the other major transatlantic feminist text of the 
time: Kate Millett's Sexual Politics. For Millett, the dominating system of power 
is underpinned by three patriarchal institutions: the state, society and the 
family.133 Class affiliation plays a less important role than gender: 'women 
tend to transcend the usual class stratifications in patriarchy, for whatever 
the class of her birth and education, the female has fewer permanent class 
associations than does the male.,134 Rape is the most complete realization of 
a violent form of patriarchal force. l35 It follows that rape is a political act. 
Well-established male authors, celebrated as forceful non-conformists bravely 
struggling against the stultifying customs of bourgeois morality, emerge from 
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Sexual Politics as the 'cultural agents' of patriarchy, 'counterrevolutionary sexual 
politicians' who have helped to erect 'the vast grey stockades of the sexual 
reaction'.136 D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller and Norman Mailer, whom critics 
of both sexes had praised as paragons of the free radical spirit, surface from 
Millett's alternative reading as the zealous patrolmen of threatened phallo
cracy. 

The Dialectic oj Sex and Sexual Politics were landmarks in the development 
of radical feminism, a current united by the precept that 'the fight for women's 
liberation was primarily against men', that this overrode all other struggles, 
and that all attempts to connect it to a wider political strategy would be 
futile. 137 

A similar, profoundly anti-patriarchical, radical-feminist problematic was 
being pursued in France as a development of de Beauvoir's ideas. The 
separatist group Feministes Revolutionnaires, whose main spokeswoman was 
Monique Wittig, was devoted to the total destruction of the patriarchical 
order,138 Years later, in the 1980s, Wittig would still pursue the battle for the 
abolition of gender differences in favour of what she called a 'sexless society': 

This is our historical task ... to make evident that women are a class, which is to 
say that the category 'woman' as well as the category 'man; are political and 
economic categories not eternal ones. Our aim is to suppress men as a class, not 
through a genocidal, but a political struggle. Once the class 'men' disappears, 
'women' as a class will disappear as well, for there are no slaves without masters. 139 

It is unlikely that such radical feminism could ever have become the dominant 
trend in Western Europe. Socialism was so clearly the leading progressive 
tradition that politically active women were usually socialist and, consequently, 
sought to integrate their feminism with their socialism. In so doing, regardless 
of their apparent moderation, socialist feminists represented a greater practical 
challenge to the established socialist parties. The vocation of radical feminists 
was that of remaining a permanent minority with, perhaps, a special appeal 
to women who found the domination of heterosexual ideology unbearable 
or who had been subjected to sexual violence. In Britain, the 'rad-fems' 
presented a paper published in November 1971 at a national women's libera
tion conference which stated: 'as long as we have our closest emotional/ 
sexual relationships with men, Women's Liberation can be no more than a 
hobby.'140 

This language inevitably led to separatism and, consequently, to political 
isolation. But the iconoclastic charge of radical feminism should not be 
dismissed. It prodded socialist feminism into moving on, extending its 
boundaries. Nevertheless, there is little doubt that at least in Western 
Europe socialist feminism ren1ained the dominant strand. This should not 
be interpreted as implying that there were two homogeneous and distinct 
feminist blocs. In political practice, the ideological contours between the two 
tendencies remained remarkably fluid. 
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Table IS.1 Women studying in universities, 1960-75 (as a percentage of total student 
population) 

1960 1975 

Austria 31.8 34·4 
Belgium 19. 1 33·3 
Denmark 32 .• 0 39.0 

Finland 52.·8 49.0 

France 38.2 nla 
Holland 18.2. 26·3 
Italy 38.0 46.za 

Norway 2.2..1 b 41.Z 
Sweden 37·5

c 44. 2 

UK d 
2.3·9 31 .8 

Scotland 27. 2 37·5 
West Germany 2.7·4 p.l 

Notes: a 1970; b 1955; c 1959; d England and Wales only; 1975 data for Finland exclude Pro
visional Teachers' C~lleges. 

Source: P. Flora et aI., State, Economy and Society in Western Europe 18IJ-197J. A Data Handbook, 
Vol. 1. 

But why did feminism revive at the end of the 1960s? This is still un
explained; some conjectures may nevertheless be advanced. Though structural 
factors tell only a small part of the story, data on the growth of women's 
participation in paid urban employment and the expansion of educational 
opportunities for women may be enlightening. Table I 5. I shows that, between 
1960 and 1975, there was an increase in the percentage of women among 
university students. As there was a massive increase in the percentage of the 
twenty to twenty-four age group attending university (both sexes), it follows 
that university women also increased in numbers. The gender gap in higher 
education was narrowing all the time between 1960 and 1975 in virtually all 
countries. Finland exhibits a regression, but this statistical oddity is due to 
the fact that there was no longer any gender gap in 1960 and that the 1975 
data exclude Teachers' Colleges. 

More women were acquiring the level of education which only a tiny 
minority of them could have aspired to at the end of the previous century, 
when the first wave of feminism was under way. Furthermore, women's entry 
into higher education was concentrated in those disciplines, such as the 
humanities and the social sciences, which provided the intellectual tools with 
which to criticize the existing order. This is precisely what many women did. 
Moreover, their qualifications gave them the right to demand a place in a 
power structure which tried to exclude them. More women were also in paid 
employment. 
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Table 15.2 Women's employment 1960-8 I, selected countries 

Female population (% of Female working class (% of 
total active popula tion) industrial working class) 

1960- 61 1970-71 1981 - 82. 1960- 61 1970-7 1 1980- 81 

Austria 40 .4 ;8·4 40 .4 1.0·9 19·4 16,9 
Belgium 2.6·5 2.9.6 ;6·4 15·7 16.1 13·7 
Denmark ;0.8 ;6.6 44. 2 17. 1 15. 1 r6'9 
Finland 39·4 42 . 1 46.6 1.;. I 1.;·4 2.2·3 
France 34.6 34·9 40.9 33·; 15.6 16.2. 
Greece ;2.8 2.8.0 27. 1 17·5 14.6 l6.8 
Holland 22.·3 25·9 p. ; 8,9 7·3 6.6 
ltaly 2.4·9 27·4 34-4 17·3 17·5 2.0.6 

Norway 22..8 1.7.6 41.4 11.0 II. ; 15.0 
Portugal 17·7 2.5·2. 35·3 17.6 1. ;.1 2.2.·7 

Spain 18.2 19.6 24.8 nla 13· ; 11.8 
Sweden 29. 8 ,8.1 45.0 14.6 16.6 14·5 
UK 32.·4 36.5 38,9 18.2. 18·4 16.1 
West Germany 37. 1 34·9 38.5 19·7 17.6 nla 

Notes: The figures for France are, respectively, for 1962, 1968 and are estimated for 1982; 
for Germany the figures in the 1980-81 columns are for 1982.. 

My definition of the 'working class' corresponds to ILO occupational groups 7, 8 and 9, 
and includes all production and related workers, transport equipment operators and 
labourers. It excludes all white-collar occupations, all service workers such as caretakers, 
cleaners and waiters, all agriculture, farming, and fishing, all the unemployed and self
employed. 

Source: my elaboration on data in ILO, Yearbook if Labour Statistics. Retrospective Edition on 
Population Census 194J-19S9, ILO, Geneva 1990. 

Table 15.2 shows a significant increase in female employment throughout 
Europe, with the exception of Greece (where the unaccounted heavy female 
employment in the countryside makes the figures less comparable to those 
of other countries). The overall increase in women's employment did not 
occur in the traditional industrial working class. (I have attempted here to 
use a statistical definition of the 'working class' as close as possible to the 
traditional image of the 'wor1cing class' in socialist parties: the factory prolet
ariat.) Thus, women did join, in increasing numbers, the non-manufacturing 
labour force where socialist ideology is least strong and trade unions least 
implanted. It was also the section of the labour force which would expand 
in the 1980s, unlike the traditional proletariat (see chapter 22). 

Traditional socialists assumed that when women finally joined the work
force, they would begin to identify themselves as true workers. But women, 
at least in the West, joined a 'new' labour force, heavily concentrated in the 
service sector. This was the workforce' of late capitalism. In some of the 
countries of the Third World, such as South J<orea, Singapore, Hong J<ong 
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and Taiwan, female labour became increasingly dominant in manufacturing. 141 

Although it added to the burden of work for women, greater participation 
in the labour force also increased their bargaining power within the home. 
Many women became less financially dependent on men than their mothers 
had been. They expected more and acted accordingly. Working women tend 
to hold far less traditional views than non-working women. 142 

Data such as these demonstrate that the economic conditions facing 
women were changing faster than those facing men. The same was true of 
social conditions. The development of mass consumer goods liberated ordin
ary women more than it liberated men: the washing machine, the vacuum 
cleaner, the supermarket gave women more time to think for themselves. 
The suffragettes of the first wave had domestic servants who did their washing 
while they demonstrated. By the 19605, in the advanced West, most women 
had machines toiling for them. By comparison, men~s private lives were less 
affected by the impact of modernity. 

The birth of the so-called permissive society and the technology which 
made it possible, such as the invention of the contraceptive pill, had much 
more significance for women than for men. That men had strong sexual 
needs; that sexuality in men could have a positive connotation or, at any rate, 
that it was something that needed satisfying; that celibacy prior to marriage 
was not required - these ideas long predated the 'swinging sixties'. The real 
significance of the 'permissive' society was that it marked the beginning of 
the end for the sexual double standard. It was the general and public 
realization - and, later, an at least partial acceptance - that virginity in women 
was not a virtue, that female sexuality was a potent force, that sex was not 
something to be enjoyed by men and endured by women, which made 
possible in the 1960s the acceptance at a mass level of a life-style which, at 
the beginning of the century, had been the prerogative only of a few 'emanci~ 
pated women'. There were, of course, objective reasons too. For men sexuality 
was divorced from reproduction, partly because they bore little of the social 
stigma of pregnancy and could often escape the material care of the unwanted 
offspring; partly because reasonably effective male contraceptives had been 
easily available for a long time. It was only in the 1960s that similar relatively 
safe methods - such as the pill and the cap ~ became available to unmarried 
women. 

Alongside these socio-economic changes, there were also powerful ideo
logical developments which were probably the decisive determinants of 
second-wave feminism. In Europe and North America, the post-war genera
tion \vhich was emerging was more affluent, better educated, less deferential, 
less committed to traditional values in a word, more modern than all 
previous generations in history. The origin of the second wave of feminism 
can be firmly located in the new social movements of the 1960s: student 
politics, civil rights movements in the USA, the anti-Vietnam War cao1paigns 

in other words, the so-called New Left. Universities were the 'forcing 
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house of most of the younger women's liberation groups'.143 Women expected 
to encounter fewer constraints in the new social movements than in the 
older class-based organizations. After all, these new movements were far less 
male-based than the established trade unions or the socialist and communist 
parties; they were inspired by a libertarian ideology which prized non
hierarchical structures, decentralized decision-making, and direct forms of 
democratic participation (rather than representative ones). 

However, such libertarian structures, in spite of their pretensions, never 
failed to reproduce a hierarchy. In the absence of formal institutional rules, 
charismatic leaders came to the fore. The importance of impressing an 
audience is fat greater when decisions ate made by an assembly than in a 
committee. Good speakers win debates. Forceful personalities who are in
stinctively able to think quickly on their feet, encapsulate complex thought 
in appropriate 'sound-bites', rapidly became captured by the mass media and, 
through them, are promptly transformed into the de facto mouthpieces of the 
movement. The media-designated leaders of the student movements of the 
1960s were a1l men: Rudi Dutschke in Germany, Mario Capanna in Italy, 
Tariq Ali in Britain, Daniel Cohn-Bendit in France, Jerry Rubin and Abe 
Hoffman in the USA. This preponderance of male charismatic figures was 
reproduced at all levels. Rare were the meetings and assemblies of students 
at which the voice of women could be heard. Within the student movement, 
the traditional division of labour which assigned a subordinate position to 
women appeared to survive unchanged. Within the movement, the women 
found themselves in a position of inferiority in spite of their equal status 
with the men. They went to the same universities, attended the same courses 
and classes, originated from similar social backgrounds - yet they found 
themselves relegated to their 'historic' secretarial and caring functions: typing 
leaflets, photocopying, preparing food for demonstrations and sit-ins. The 
first feminist tracts to appear throughout Europe were brimming with the 
same uncontainable anger. At the September I968 conference of the SDS 
(the German social-democratic students' organization), Helke Sander, a leader 
of the Action Committee for the Liberation of Women, founded in West 
Berlin in January 1968, threw tomatoes at her male comrades in a celebrated 
outburst of exasperation.144 In France, a feminist pamphlet remonstrated: 
~when they are involved in Hserious men's talk", we really have to battle to 
have a turn to speak, and then when we've finished, we n1ight as \vell not 
have bothered, they haven't even been listening/145 In Germany: 'We typed 
their speeches, we tried to follow what they said at meetings, we made 
ourselves look nice as \ve had always done, \ve swallowed the Pill every day 
or put up with abortions. Our exploitation in the home, the satisfaction of 
their sexual desires all this was supposed to be just our private problem 
We don't want to imitate them, we have different objectives.~146 

Later, in 1973, Marguerite Duras would declare with characteristic ir
reverence and more than a grain of truth: 'Men must learn to be silent. This 



THE GREAT CONTESTATION 

is probably very painful for them ... One has scarcely the time to experience 
an event as important as May '68 before men begin to speak out, to formulate 
theoretical epilogues, and to break the silence. Yes, these prating men were 
up to their old tricks during May '68.'147 

The belligerence against 'chattering men' notwithstanding, new-wave femin
ism cannot be understood outside the context of the radicalism of the 1960s. 
Its commitment to a rediscovery of its own history, so important to all 
nascent political ideologies, was part and parcel of the new 'history from 
below'. Here one of the most influential texts was E. P. Thompson's trail
blazing The Making of the English Working Class (1963), ain1ed at reclaiming the 
hidden history of the labouring poor and their resistance to oppression. It 
was this new kind of social history which provided the impetus for the new 
feminist historiography. 

In the field of abstract thought too, feminism made use of the modern 
theories developed or reappraised in the 1960s. It eschewed the traditional 
brand of Marxism and the well-established functionalism of mainstream 
sociology, opting instead for a critical appraisal of the new social sciences of 
the era: structuralism, the Marxism of Antonio Gramsci or Louis Althusser, 
the Freud of Jacques Lacan, and, later, the works of Michel Foucault, Roland 
Barthes and Jacques Derrida (see chapter 14). The feminism of the first wave 
had shown less interest in reconstructing the history of women or advancing 
theoretical knowledge. The more numerous and highly educated women of 
the second wave radically changed the study of history and the uses of social 
theory. 

The women's movement shared with the students' and civil rights' move
ments an understanding of the importance of the symbolic act. Its use would 
increase sensationally. This was inevitable in the age of mass communication, 
something which could not have been foreseen even by the suffragettes 
the real pioneers of twentieth-century grand gestures. (Some may argue that 
nineteenth-century anarchism was the real antecedent: the trouble with history 
is that nothing is ever entirely new.) When the suffragette Emily Wilding 
Davison threw herself in front of the King's horse at the Derby in June 1913, 
in the grandest of all symbolic acts, that of self-immolation, she preceded by 
fifty years the Venerable Duc, a Buddhist monk who, at the age of seventy
seven, transformed himself into a living torch to protest against the injustices 
inflicted upon his co-religionists by the Diem regime in Vietnam. This 
example was followed six years later, on 16 January 1969, by a twenty-one
year-old Czech history student, Jan Palach, in protest against the Soviet 
occupation of his country. 

In France, in August 1970, several women tried to place a wreath by the 
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at the Arc de Triomphe, dedicating it to his 
even more Unknown Wife. In Germany women bricked up sex shops 148 and 
disrupted beauty contests, as they did in the UI(. In the USA there was an 
even more marked preference for publicity-seeking 'outrageous' events, as 
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when brassieres, girdles and similar female accoutrements were dumped in a 
'freedom trash bucket' at the Miss America pageant in Atlantic City in 1968 
- an event quickly transformed by the media into the First Burning of the 
Bra. 149 In France Bile's launching of a questionnaire to establish an identikit 
of the French Woman was ironically challenged by an alternative one, sub
stituting for the predictable ~Do you think women are more, equally or less 
able than men to drive cars?', the sarcastic 'In your opinion, do double XX 
chromosomes contain the genes of double declutching?'150 

Once the barriers between the private world and the realm of politics 
had been torn down, everything could be turned into an issue: abortion, 
pregnancy, the myth of the vaginal orgasm, rape (including marital rape) and 
sexual violence in general, sexual harassment, unequal pay, unequal access to 
better jobs, hierarchical organizations, war, competitive society, the tyranny 
of dominant aesthetic norms, being overweight ('fat is a feminist issue'), 
natural childbirth, male authorship, pornography, child-care, health, parlia
mentary representation of women, language, history, and much more. From 
Norway to Sicily, from Portugal to Greece, these themes were politicized. 
This was a language socialism had never spoken. A new agenda was being 
born. 

The initial reaction of the Left ranged from the hostile to the sceptical. 
There was an understandable fear that concessions to a feminist vanguard 
would cause a rift not only with the male electorate, but also with the majority 
of women, whose outlook did not correspond to that of the feminists. 
Socialist parties began to examine feminist demands in an effort to disentangle 
the more palatable, co-optable and acceptable from the apparently outrageous. 
As there never was a unified feminist moven1ent to establish the 'correct 
line', many women who were members of socialist parties co-operated in the 
process of focusing on a few clear-cut issues, while conducting a wider 
struggle to make feminism acceptable to the majority of women. 

The main campaigns conducted by feminists in most of Western Europe 
were over equal pay, abortion, child-care, equal job opportunities and political 
representation. Of these, the battle for abortion turned out to be the most 
important. 

Per se, abortion is not a particularly 'feminist' issue. It is a medical inter
vention involving the body of a woman, aimed at resolving a problem for 
which, generally speaking, the responsibility of men is as great as that of 
women, though the consequences are always far greater for women. Abortion 
becan1e a feminist issue because it was presented as one which would increase 
women's control over their own destiny and, literally, over their own bodies. 
The legal prohibition of abortion affected virtually all women of child-bearing 
age, even though there was a class dimension because middle-class women 
could often contrive to obtain safe abortions even when intervention was 
illegal. 

In the 1960s the struggle for the legalization of abortion had not yet 



THE GREAT CONTESTATION 

become a rallying point for women. In the Scandinavian countries, Britain 
and some states of the USA, abortion was made legal without strong feminist 
pressure. In Britain it was introduced in 1967 by a Liberal MP, David Steel, 
and passed thanks to what Roy Jenkins described as the 'benevolent neutrality' 
of the Labour government. lSI On the crucial vote to proceed to the third 
reading of the Bill, 234 Labour MPs voted in favour, with eight Liberals and 
twenty Conservatives. The resistance to legalization by the anti-abortionists 
had been tame. In fact, anti-abortion as a campaign did not yet exist and 
would be brought into being by its legalization. It became the task of feminists 
to oppose attempts to turn the clock back. 

Abortion was legalized in most of Western Europe in the 1970s. In most 
instances, the feminist movement acted as the main pressure group in favour 
of legalization, demanding that, in the final analysis, the decision to interrupt 
a pregnancy should belong to the woman and not to the state or to a group 
of experts, such as doctors or social workers. On the whole, the parties of 
the Left were the least anti-abortionist, though the extent to which they were 
prepared to uphold the principle of a woman's right to choose often depended 
on other political factors, such as electoral considerations and the require
ments of alliance-building and coalition-making. 

Socialists had many reasons to be suspicious of feminism and to fear that 
an alliance with it would destroy a respectability and credibility achieved after 
many decades of struggle. While it was true that feminism in Europe and in 
North America was 'of' the Left, it was usually the case that it was of the 
far Left. This was in part due to its origin in the student movement and, in 
the USA, the civil rights movement. In part, it simply reflected the radicalism 
of feminism itself. Active feminists throughout Western Europe tended to be 
either critical of the Left as a whole, because it was male-dominated, or 
critical of the official Left for being far too conservative and timid. This 
added to feminism's aura of extremism. However, active feminists exert 
considerable pressure, directly and indirectly, on women already in the official 
organizations of the labour movement. Unlike their predecessors, the new 
feminists were helped by a combination of circumstances: their increased 
numbers; the wider support they had among women, including those who 
said 'I am not a feminist, but ... '; sympathy among many men of their 
generation; the greater strength of the socialist parties. The majority of 
feminists, however critical they were of the official Left, refrained from 
adopting a strategy of pure confrontation. They never organized themselves 
as a political party directly challenging the Left, and never advocated the 
boycott of the traditional institutions of the labour movement. On the 
contrary, in Italy, Germany and Britain, women made efforts to forge links 
with the trade unions. In Britain, 'this was a key strategy of the socialist
feminist e!etnent of the movement. The unions were seen as a central site of 
struggle - around employment, pay and conditions.'152 Some women trade 
unionists had campaigned for equal pay in the 19 50S, but it was not until the 
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late sixties that there were strikes for equal pay such as that of the women 
sewing machinists at the Ford motor factory in Dagenham and at the 
Halewood plant in Liverpool.153 

The abortion issue illustrates the relationship which developed between 
feminism and the socialist parties. The autonomy of the women's movement 
was an indispensable requirement for the projection into the political arena 
of issues which reflected a woman's point of view. This autonomy protected 
women from being forced to adjudicate on the relative importance of 'their' 
issues vis-a-vis other issues not specific to women, such as the national interest, 
the economy, the concerns of the socialists or of any other party. Their 
autonomy made them far more powerful with respect to their privileged 
interlocutor, the parties of the Left, than if they had been subsumed within 
them. It also increased the negotiating position of the women who were 
active in the socialist parties. Thus, the socialist parties were increasingly 
conditioned by a movement they could not hope to control, and which they 
could not afford to ignore, since so many of their own members were 
influenced by it. 

The 'dual militancy' of socialist feminists heralded a development of great 
significance: increasingly, the socialist parties would come to be considered 
as one of the sites where campaigns devised elsewhere would be conducted. 
This evolution amounted to a major 'reform' of the socialist parties, a reform 
largely engineered from the outside. By the end of the 19605, the wider 
socialist movement was unknowingly poised on the threshold of the 
most mOlnentous transformation in its history. 

It had started out as a machine for the self~emancipation of the working 
class and the generator of endless campaigns. It was now becoming an 
instrument which could be used by those who had found elsewhere, in the 
feminist, pacifist or ecological movements, a political home. The instrument 
\vhich socialists had forged at the turn of the century for the improvement 
of the conditions of the working class, the capture of state power, and the 
eventual transformation of capitalism into a classless society - the political 
party - had become the battleground of various types of progressive causes 
seeking to use the party for their own ends. 

Over the years, socialists had accommodated themselves to the capitalist 
state, injecting into it a democratic content it did not originally possess. 
Socialists had accommodated themselves to the nation, the invention of 
liberals later taken over by conservatives. Socialists had reformed capitalism 
and the nation-state. In the course of these struggles, they had created and 
developed a formidable political instrument: a mass political party which, 
from its inception, had to be sufficiently malleable to be the vehicle of all 
progressive demands expressed by civil society. Socialists themselves en
couraged this process. The working class, after all, was the universal class. Its 
emancipation was a prelude to the emancipation of the whole of society. 

This political party, tlluch abused and criticized, remained the fundamental 
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tool for changing political life. This was never questioned in practice (though 
constantly in theory), even by feminism and the other movements which 
emerged from the 1960s. Armed with their own priorities and different end
goals, and dissatisfied with socialist ideology, goals and priorities, feminists 
could not fail to recognize that the political party still constituted a machine 
which could be used to meet many of their demands, an instrument which 
would carry their objectives and aspirations into parliaments and governments. 

The women who were feminists were never 'just' feminists. They re
examined all political issues from a feminist perspective and were often active 
in the new social movements. They shared the outlook of 19605 radicalism 
- united by a common antipathy to the prevailing international arrangements 
underpinned by the East-West and North-South divisions of the world. 
They sympathized with dissidents East and West, turned against a Eurocentric 
view of the world, were tendentially 'Third Worldist', basically anti-American 
'imperialism', uninterested in the federalist dream of a united Europe, and 
filled with revulsion at nuclear weapons and militarism in all its forms. From 
the perspective of socialism, feminism presented a challenge and an op
portunity: to break the dominance of conservative ideas among the majority 
of women. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

The Crisis and the Left: 
An Overview 

The End of the Golden Age of Capitalism 

IN THE early 1970S the unprecedented economic performance of the ad
vanced capitalist economies came to an end. Contrary to what many socialists 
had expected for decades, this did not signal the crisis of capitalism, but only 
one of its crises. The distinction is easy to grasp. The idea of the and not 
simply a crisis implies a kind of finality, a catastrophe from which one may 
exit only by pursuing a non-capitalist road. Catastrophism in this sense is 
compatible with both traditional social democracy (I(autsky and his followers), 
and with the insurrectionary con1munism of the Leninist variety (by the 
I970S this position was held by small and relatively insignificant groups). 
This catastrophic view of the future of capitalism was a cause for optimism 
on the part of socialists, who believed that the transition to socialism 
depended on the eventual 'bursting asunder' as Marx put it - of the 
'capitalist integument'. It would then be possible to announce: 'The knell of 
capitalist private property sounds. The expropriators are expropriated.'t 

The 'crisis' of the 1970S was in fact nothing of the sort. It resembled 
Marx's own view of crises as 'always but momentary and forcible solutions 
of the existing contradictions. They are violent eruptions which for a time 
restore the disturbed equilibrium.'2 It was a crisis of a particular forlll of 
capitalist growth, one in which new investments constantly absorbed new 
labour, reaching a plateau of full employment - the most important condition 
of the welfare state in which labour productivity kept ahead of wages. This 
fonn of capitalism, which dominated the West so successfully during what 
Jean Fourastie called les trentes glorietlses (1945-75),3 afforded social democracy 
a key role. Thanks to constant capitalist growth and full employment, the 
minimum social-democratic programn1e (the sort of demands prefigured in 
the Erfurt Programme see chapter I) had been accomplished during these 
thirty glorious years. A considerable proportion of the surplus produced was 
allocated by political means (i.e. not by the market) to education, transport, 
health care, 'high' culture, child-care, old-age protection and so on. These 
measures stabilized the capitalist system, enabling it to endure the regulations 
which legislation and trade union strength imposed on it: restriction on the 
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length of the working day, paid holidays, health and safety standards, minimum 
wages. 

Such remarkable social stability would never have been achieved had the 
anarchistic behaviour of competing capitalists been the only motor of dis
tribution. The largely unregulated capitalism described by Marx and other 
nineteenth-century thinkers was an utter failure. It was marked by constant 
economic crises, with terrible political effects: global wars, authoritarian 
regimes and massive unemployment. The triumph of capitalism, les trentes 
glorieuses, was, in reality, the triumph of regulated capitalism: the countries 
under such a regime enjoyed democracy, peace and unparalleled prosperity. 

When this model of capitalism entered into crisis, so did the concomitant 
model of social-democratic politics. A new political conflict ensued between 
social democrats and conservatives. The previous combat between the two 
- in the 19 50S and 1960s - had centred round the distribution of the surplus. 
In the 19705 and 1980s, the new 'positional warfare' - to use Gramsci's 
expression - was over the role of the state in the reorganization of capitalist 
relations. The Left tried to expand the prevailing regulatory regime even 
further. The Right advocated a substantial retrenchment of the state and the 
liberalization of a market expanded by privatization. 

By the early 19908, the Left had been comprehensively defeated in the 
West, while in the East the smouldering ruins of the communist experiment 
marked the apparent global triumph of the system of private capitalist 
accumulation. The parallel decline of social democracy and regulated capital
ism, and the intricate contest between Left and Right during the 19708 and 
1980s, are the chief concerns of the rest of this book. 

In this chapter I shall examine the causes of the end of the long capitalist 
boom and map out the economic performance of the West European eco
nomies in the period 1973-89. I shall then provide an overall view of the 
political progress of the Left in the period. 

Between 1945 and 1970, labour productivity grew more than three times 
the average rate of the previous eighty years.4 After 1970, GNP growth, 
employment and productivity decreased, while prices increased. This was 
the onset of the great worldwide stagflation) whose consequences are still 
deeply felt. Chapter 8 enumerated the principal causes of the great boom: 
cheap labour, cheap raw materials (including cheap food), cheap money, and 
constant technological transfer from the USA. By 1970 this process had 
come to an end. The abrupt nature of the productivity slowdown, its even~ 
ness and near-universal aspect, suggest profound and global macro-economic 
origins. To date, economic science has failed to produce a convincing explana
tion of the phenomenon, which constitutes the most significant watershed 
in the post-war history of the advanced industrialized world. 5 It also marked 
the most critical caesura in the history of the socialist movement of Western 
Europe. 

By the early 19705, the relative backwardness of the European economies 
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compared with that of the USA had almost disappeared, though why there 
was ot a continuous growth of productivity in the lead country, the USA, is 
still an unresolved puzzle. Europe, however, having recovered and closed the 
gap with the USA, found that the scope for effortless growth, by replicating 
the technology of the lead country, was reduced.6 Europe in turn was being 
(caught up' by Japan and the 'Four Little Dragons' of Taiwan, South I<orea, 
Hong Kong and Singapore. The post-war era had come to an end. Full 
employment and the consequent strength of the trade unions had terminated 
the phase of cheap labour. No further skilled labour from East Germany 
moved into the western part of the country to fuel its economy. The reservoir 
of rural workers which had existed in Italy and France in the 19 50S had been 
severely depleted. In 1973 the influx of foreign workers into Germany and 
Austria was halted. In Britain new immigration laws controlled the entry of 
workers from the former colonies. In France net immigration, which had 
been of significant proportions in the 19605, became negligible during the 
19708. Thus, no external or mobile 'industrial reserve army' was available to 
smooth structural change and keep wages down.? Employment opportunities 
for unskilled labour had narrowed, surviving mainly in the public sector, 
whose contribution to overall productivity, though doubtless of enormous 
import, cannot be calculated or quantified. In this sector there occurred a 
large influx of native female labour. 

Ra\v materials imported from the Third World were becoming expensive. 
The OPEC countries raised the price of oil more than twelvefold in two 
stages, in 1973 and 1979. From the view point of the principles of economic 
liberalism, this was a rational response to favourable market conditions, but 
one which was perceived by Western public opinion and much of its media 
as a perfidious ploy by greedy Arabs (a generic term which subsumed Iranians, 
Venezuelans and Nigerians along with the genuine article) to impoverish the 
West. 

In all countries this oil price increase, which was accompanied by similar 
rises in the price of primary products, slowed down growth because of the 
costs involved in cutting energy inputs and substituting different kinds of 
fuel. s It should be added that the OPEC challenge was substantially contained: 
by 1989 oil prices had fallen by half from their 1982 peak, and the advanced 
economies were caught up in the euphoria of short-term economic recovery. 
Well before the oil shock, however, rising wages had squeezed profits through
out the OECD countries and productivity had slowed down in key OECD 
countries such as Japan, the USA and GermanyY 

Conservative thinkers began to argue that the main cause of Europe's 
poor economic performance was the excessive role of the state. The welfare 
state was accused of stifling initiative by subsidising inefficient firms, imposing 
minimum wages, diverting resources from productive investment, substituting 
itself for entrepreneurship, discouraging success by punitive marginal rates of 
taxation.lO High unemployment benefits were said to discourage people from 
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loolcing for work, while non-market allocation of resources (as in national 
health-care systems) led to rationing (Le. queues) rather than marginal cost
pricing. These anti-welfare arguments had always existed and had been 
unsuccessfully peddled throughout the 19508 and 19605. In 1959 Norman 
Mackenzie raged against the so-called theory of the English Disease: 'We are~ 
so the argument runs, suffering from a national malaise~ a form of political 
sclerosis ... we are taxed to death and molly-coddled into the grave; ... our 
workers have become clock-watchers ... the greed of the trade unions is the 
cause of inflation.'! 1 When growth came to an end, the new political climate 
made these anti-welfare state views more popular. By the early 1990s, they 
were so dominant that they were openly advocated even within the socialist 
parties. 

Unsustained growth was not the major problem. What growth there was 
after 1970 was achieved mainly through an increase in productivity~ often 
achieved by shedding labour. Thus, the real cause for concern was the growth 
of unemployment. By 1986, among the European members of the OEeD, 
it stood at over I I per cent. At the time of writing (1995) it is still at this 
level. 

The importance of unemployment cannot be overestimated. Only full 
employment, Thomas Balogh wrote, 'removes the need for servility, and thus 
alters the way of life, the relationship between the classes. It changes the 
balance of forces in the economy. This is its outstanding, indeed revolutionary 
consequence.'12 Unemployment is the single most important factor in the 
decline in trade union strength. Social democracy is unsustainable in a 
situation of high unemployment. By 1992, when the Maastricht Treaty was 
signed, it had become generally accepted that the struggle against inflation 
was the fundamental task of governments, while that against unemployment 
was hopeless or secondary. This was the clearest indication of the ideological 
victory of the forces of conservatism. 

Any increase in unemployment, particularly when coupled with a reduction 
of social protection, is tantamount to an effective decrease in personal 
freedom. The importance of having an occupation which provides a 
reasonable income is directly commensurate with the magnitude of private 
consumption. In a society of this kind - that is to say, in a capitalist society 

effective freedom is, in the final analysis, largely the freedom of the 
individual consumer. Where the consumer is 'sovereign', those who have no 
gainful occupation and no personal fortune are de facto disenfranchised. 
Conversely, those who are rich are freer; they can do more. It is the possession 
of money which transforms many formal rights into real, effective rights. No 
amount of liberal rhetoric, no shrill protestation of concern for the rights of 
the individual, can possibly disguise the fact that where the market rules, 
those without money effectively lose their membership of the consumer 
society. As they sink into the demoralizing morass of poverty, they are not 
only disempowered from obtaining so-called luxuries (the term which desig-
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nates the necessities of the rich), and those commodities which make life 
comfortable and pleasant, but they are also effectively denied 'access' goods, 
such as culture and education. Eventually, they are condemned to a life 
dominated by an obsessive preoccupation with the cash nexus, by the endless 
worry of making ends meet, by the anger of being unwanted, unemployable, 
unacceptable, by the frustration of having become a human surplus which 
cannot be absorbed - a human mass whose only economic raison d'llre is to 
keep those who are in employment pliant and disciplined and their wages 
lower than they would otherwise be. 

The purely legal or formal definition of 'rights' clearly belongs to the 
liberal tradition. The distinctive socialist contribution to the question of rights 
lies precisely in the recognition that the distribution of power in society 
reflects not only legal relationships, but also the uneven distribution of wealth. 
The great achievement of liberalism was the proposition that all are equal 
before the law. The great project of socialism was the construction of an 
economic system which made real equality possible. Without full employment, 
this project inevitably faced insurmountable obstacles. 

This is why the end of the golden age of capitalism, far from making 
socialism more likely, paradoxically made it more problematic. It signalled 
the end not only of high growth rates, but also of the general consensus that 
full employment was one of society's central objectives: the implicit contract 
between socialists and conservatives. 

The end of the golden age marked the opening stage of the renegotiation 
of this contract. Would the new phase of capitalism bear the imprint of 
socialist ideas to the same or even a greater extent than the previous one? 
Or would it make them increasingly marginal and irrelevant? The events 
which unfolded caught both sides, socialists and conservatives, without a 
clear strategy. The peculiarity of the new situation was that, contrary to what 
had been assumed by economic science, high rates of inflation could co-exist 
with high rates of unemployment and low rates of growth. Not all countries, 
however, suffered in the same \vay, at least in the 1970S. 

Success in containing unemployment was directly related to the degree to 
which the economic authorities tolerated inflation. There is a partial correla
tion between the presence of the Left in government and the disregard for 
price stability, as in the case of social~democratic governments in Scandinavian 
countries. In Germany the weight of anti-inflationary traditions, given a kind 
of cult status by opinion-leaders who fostered them, meant that price stability 
\vas regarded as the fundamental aim of public policy. Holland had a deeply 
entrenched consensual system which resulted in moderate wage claims. Italy 
had a weak government and an increasingly confident union movement, 
backed by a strong opposition: the political establishment eschewed con
frontation and preferred inflation, while protecting the electorate with a strong 
indexation system. 13 

Table 16. I cOlnpares and contrasts the unemployment and inflation rates 



450 THE END OF THE GREAT CAPITALIST BOOM 

Table 16.1 Unemployment and inflation in fourteen European countries, 1973-89 (%) 

Unemployment Inflation 
1974-79 1979-89 1973-79 1980-89 

OECD-Europe 5. 1 9. 1 11.9 7·4 
Austria J.8 3· 3 6,3 3.8 
Belgium 5·7 I I. I 8·4 4.8 
Denmark 6.0 8.0 10.8 6,9 
Finland 4-4 4·9 12.8 7·3 
France 4·5 9.0 10·7 7·3 
Greece 1.9 6.6 16.1 19·4 
Holland 4·9 9. 8 7. 2 2.8 
Italy 6.6 9·9 16.1 I l.l 

Norway 1.8 2..8 8·7 8.; 
Portugal 6.0 7·3 23·7 17·5 
Spain S·3 17·5 18.; 10.1 

Sweden 1.9 :·5 9.8 7·9 
UK 4. 2 9·5 15.6 7·4 
West Germany 3· 5 6.8 4·7 2.·9 

SourceS". DECD, Economic Outlook, Historical Statistics 1960-1939, Paris 1991, p. 43. Holland: my 
calculation on DEeD data. Inflation rates calculated on consumer price indices; Turkey and 
Iceland excluded from DECD-Europe inflation average. Data on unemployment for 1974-
79 in Austria and Denmark calculated on the basis of figures in Angus Maddison, Dynamic 
Forces in Capitalist Development: A Long-run Comparative View, Oxford University Press, Oxford 
199 I, p. 263. 

Table 16.2 GDP growth in fourteen European countries 1973-89 (average annual rate) 

1973-79 

OECD-Europe 2.6 
Austria 2·9 
Belgium 2.2 

Denmark 1.9 
Finland 2., 

France 2.8 

Greece 3·7 
Holland 2·7 
Italy ;·7 
Norway 4·9 
Portugal 2·9 
Spain 2.2 

Sweden 1.8 

UK 1.5 
West Germany 2·3 

SOtffce: OECD) Economic Otttiook, Historical Slalistit's 1960-1989. 

2·3 

2..0 

2.0 

1.8 

3·7 
2.1 
1.8 
1.5 

2·5 
2.8 

2.8 

2.·7 
2.0 

2.; 
1.8 
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in fourteen West European countries in the post-oil shock 19705 and in the 
19805. Table 16.2 provides the figures for the year-on-year rate of growth. 

All fourteen countries exhibit an upward trend for unemployment. In a 
group of 'virtuous' countries, both unemployment and inflation were lower 
than the average for the entire post-oil price rise period: Austria, Denmark, 
France, Germany, Norway and Sweden. In Greece there was a marked trade
off between low unemployment and high inflation. Spain and Italy were the 
only countries with higher than average unemployment and inflation through
out the 19705 and 1980s. Germany had an inflation rate lower than half the 
OEeD average. The overall success stories were Austria, Sweden and Norway, 
which maintained very low unemployment rates while holding inflation below 
the average. 

Only three countries sustained higher than average growth throughout the 
period: Italy, Portugal and Norway. Thus, Norway was the only country which 
succeeded in performing the feat of having lower than average unemployment 
and inflation, combined with higher than average growth. 

Institutional factors and specific features of these economies can be used 
to explain some of the divergences. In Italy, wage indexation made high 
inflation tolerable; the black economy made unemployment acceptable. 
Enormous oil revenues enabled Norway to have the best of both worlds: on 
the back of the OPEC price rise, the Norwegians enjoyed a sustained 
Keynesian reflation while other countries were beginning to deflate; they 
could increase government spending and, at the same time, cut taxes. The 
ensuing increase in labour costs would have crippled any normal economy 
and led to massive unemployment. Oil revenues enabled the government to 
contain labour costs by subsidizing 20 per cent of Norway's jobS.14 In practice, 
this amounted to a general redistribution of the country's oil wealth. Con
servative governments in Norway (1981-86) were as reflationary as any 
socialist government would have been. Here the Left had set the agenda. 
The economics of all this may appear bizarre, but no more so than in the 
only other West European country to strike it rich by striking oil: the United 
I<ingdom. British oil policy in the 19805 - when British oil came ashore in 
larger quantities - enabled the government to cut taxes, pay for unemployment 
benefits, and shield the balance of payments from the consequences of the 
continuing decline in industrial competitiveness.15 The political beneficiaries 
of British oil were the Thatcher governments. Oil paid for the income tax 
cuts which ensured Conservative victories. For the unlucky 1974-79 Labour 
government, North Sea oil was, for much of the tinle, a drain on the balance 
of payments because of the large capital investment required, as Denis Healey 
bitterly complained. 16 The post- 1979 Conservative governments used oil to 
manufacture a consumer boom which directly benefited British consumers, 
Japanese exporters, foreign wine interests and the Dordogne tourist industry. 
However, not even Norway escaped the consequences of its enlightened 
profligacy. When oil prices fell in the 1980s, the country was plunged into 
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a serious economic crisis and the Conservative-led coalition of Kare Willoch 
was forced to resign (spring 1986). It was replaced by a minority Labour 
government led by Gro Harlem Bruntland, who was forced to devalue the 
Norwegian krone by 12. per cent. 17 The era of indulgence appeared to have 
come to a close even for lucky Norway. 

Norway's circumstances were almost unique. No one ever claimed that it 
could serve as a model of how to avoid the evils of stagflation. The search 
for the causes of this phenomenon, and for the causes of unemployment in 
particular, opened a debate in which the voice of neo-liberal economists, 
hitherto stifled by the dominance of Keynesianism, made itself felt. Following 
Milton Friedman, they assumed the existence of a unique or 'natural' rate of 
unemployment consistent with stable prices. 1B They argued that if demand 
were stimulated by Keynesian or other means, unemployment would fall 
below this rate, but that this would accelerate inflation. In other words, there 
is a trade-off between unemployment and inflation for the medium to long 
run a conclusion first arrived at by A. W Phillips.19 It appears that in the 
short run anything is possible for these economists) including high inflation 
concurrent with high unemployment, as was the case in many European 
countries. According to this view, any attempt to return to the level of 
unemployment in the 19605 will cause inflation to rise well above the level 
reached then.20 This means that in the 19605, the 'natural' rate of un
employment compatible with stable prices - technically known as NAIRU) 
or non-accelerating inflation rate of unemployment - was much lower than 
in the 1970$ and 1980s.21 Patrick Minford estimated that in Britain the 'natural' 
rate of unemployment in 1980 was of the order of 13.5 per cent, or around 
3.25 million; then a decrease in unionization and abolition of the national 
insurance surcharge (phenomena which are as 'natural' as a peach melba) 
caused the 'natural' rate to fall to 2. to 2..5 million. 22 

The idea that there is such a thing as a 'natural' rate sounds metaphysical, 
particularly as this rate appears to 'hop around from one triennium to another 
under the influence of unspecified forces, including past unemployment 
rates'.23 Moreover, why should NAIRU be so different from country to 
country? If it is argued that there ate national factors influencing NAIRU, 
then attention should be directed to national factors as the crucial variables 
affecting unemployment. The use of the term 'natural' in this context is 
purely ideological. It is possible to abandon the idea of a 'natural' (in the 
sense of immutable) NAIRU, while accepting its underlining principle: 'what
ever the NAIRU happens to be at any given time, it places an obstacle to 
any attempt to expand employment by increasing demand.'24 

If the excessively high wages theory is right, and the evidence is strong 
but not overwhelming, no government, socialist or otherwise, can lower 
unemployment by traditional methods, unless it is willing to face an accelera
tion of inflation. Inflation appears to affect the entire electorate, though in 
reality those able to increase their earnings at the same rate as inflation 
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would not suffer unduly, while unemployment affects only those who lose 
their jobs. Politically speaking, those who are likely to lose their jobs are 
more likely to vote for the Left, while those hurt by inflation are more likely 
to support conservative policies. The population affected by inflation, usually 
being far larger than that affected by unemployment, inevitably becomes the 
prime preoccupation of politicians of all sides. A separate study yet to be 
written might unveil one of the great mysteries of the I970S and I980s: the 
construction of the great anti-inflationary consensus, embodied in the Euro
pean Community's Maastricht Treaty of 1992, which established that the 
struggle against inflation was the bedrock of sound government. 

NAIRU theorists have tried to explain why it is that the unemployment 
rate compatible with stable prices turned out to be so much higher in the 
19708 and 1980s than in the 1960s. The orthodox neo-classical answer is 
unequivocal: real wages are too high. This view became increasingly prevalent 
in the course of the 19805. Keynesians instead held the view that un
employment in the mid-1970S was caused by a fall in aggregate demand, due 
to deflationary government policies aimed at containing inflation which was 
in turn caused by the rise in oil prices. There is no unanimity among 
economists, even though most agree that, while there are wide-ranging 
explanations for the rise in NAIRU, high wages are a major determinant of 
unen1ployment. 25 This is one way of saying that unemployment is a mechanism 
for the control of wages. Even the most sophisticated econometric studies 
available found it difficult to separate the unemployment caused by high 
wages from that caused by cyclical factors and low aggregate demand. An 
authoritative study settled for the view that some unemployment is cyclical 
and some due to excessive levels of real wages, and frankly admitted that: 

This conclusion is perhaps a let-down. But it is worth stressing that no evidence 
whatsoever has been offered to date for the claim that unemployment is due to 
high real wages only, as the argument of those favouring a lohnpause (wage-freeze) 
would imply ... We conclude then that any real wage cuts that are part of a 
stabilization programme are in themselves insufficient to guarantee recovery and 
stability. There needs to be a complementary expansion in demand.26 

As is often the case, the experts do not speak with a single voice, economics 
being roughly at the stage medicine was a couple of centuries ago: it kills 
more patients than it cures. There was not then, and there is not now, a fully 
tested theory which explains the causes of unemployment - as economists 
themselves, in rare moments of humility, have acknowledged. Thus, Bernard 
Donoughue, adviser to Labour prime ministers between 1974 and 1979, 
recalled a seminar on the causes and cures of unemployment convened in 10 
Downing Street, in order to explain to Jalnes Callaghan the latest refinements 
of the discipline. Seven wise men assembled, including Richard Layard, 
Amartya Sen and David Hendry. There was a long discussion. 'We covered 
the field, but son1ehow we did not get anywhere. We were all aware that 
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there was a part of the unemployment problem which we did not understand 
and the part which we did understand we could do little about.'27 
In these circumstances politicians pick and choose technical explanations 

according to political convenience and are, anyway, more likely to he per
suaded by influential journalists, who write succinctly and clearly, than by 
professional academic economists whose jargon is often impenetrable, and 
who ate seldom certain about anything, As Maddison points out, a system 
shock, such as the end of fixed exchange rates or the oil crisis, will produce 
the need for new policy instruments, but these are not always selected on the 
most rational basis.28 Most technical explanations, moreover, do not point 
towards an inescapable political conclusion. The high wages theory of un
employment is a case in point. When embraced by conservatives and neo
liberals, it may lead to a demand for liberalizing the labour market, reducing 
protection and job security, and making life difficult for the trade unions. 
When adopted by socialists and social democrats, the political consequences 
deduced from the theory are that only a pro-labour government - that is, 
only a government trusted by the unions - can convince them to hold down 
real wages. 

By and large, the leftist view prevailed during the 1970S - the high 
watermark of attempts to adopt an incomes policy throughout Europe. On 
the assumption that consensual policies could protect employment better 
than conflicting ones, many believed that a corporate structure for negoti
ations betw'een government, employers and unions so-called corporatist 
intermediation - needed to be established. The conditions for such develop
ments did not exist in all countries not all have the required mix of a 
centralized and ideologically united union movement and a strong employers' 
organization - but they could be encouraged. At first, this helped the 
socialists. Who better than they could negotiate with the unions and convince 
them that an ideologically friendly government would be an ideal partner? 
The question of trust between unions and governments is more central than 
is realized, the reason being that to negotiate in terms of real wages is, in 
reality, a chancy affair. Unions can only negotiate nominal wages and hope 
that prices will not increase excessively; prices, however, do not simply 
respond to nominal wages, but to a myriad of factors. The more fragmented 
the unions are in their negotiating, the less informed they can be about the 
demands and strategies of other unions. They are forced to negotiate from 
a position of ignorance on real wages and inflation, and in these circumstances 
rational trade unionists will try to get as much as they can. Governments 
must succeed in convincing them that their moderation will payoff in the 
end and they can only do so by co-ordinating as much of the economy as 
possible. This is why a voluntary incomes policy requires a carefully worked 
out, highly interventionist economic strategy. The lessons of the 19708 are 
that incomes policy are difficult to sustain without an adequate framework 
of corporatism. 
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Some countries ranked high on the corporatist scale: Sweden, Norway 
and Austria above all, followed by Denmark, Holland, Belgium and Germany. 
Because some of the countries which were able to avoid the worst features 
of the stagflation of the 19705 were in this group, it was believed that 
corporatism could resolve the problem of unemployment. A systematic 
comparison of corporatist strength and employment record does not bear 
this out.29 

Corporatism implied the involvement of trade unions at the centre of 
political decision-making. Industrial democracy, a popular panacea advocated 
in the 1970s, required a similar involvement in the single firm, Schemes, 
projects and, in some instances, laws advanced ways of increasing workers' 
rights, whether by appointing or electing worker-directors, or by providing 
workers with access to information, or by establishing procedures for dealing 
with dismissals and working conditions. Some of these will be discussed in 
greater detail later on. Here it will be sufficient to mention the Italian Statuto 
dei Lavoratori of 1970 (see chapter 13), the German Co-Determination Law 
of 1976 (see chapter 18), the Bullock Report of January 1977 in Britain 
(chapter 18), the French Auroux Law of 1982 (chapter 19), the 'democratic 
factory councils' (Bedriftsforsamlinger) in Norway instituted in 1973 by an Act 
of the Storting, the 1976 Joint Consultation Act in Sweden, and the EEe 
Commission's Fifth Directive on Company Law, endorsing the German model 
of industrial democracy. 

The corporatist solution was one possible answer to the problem of high 
real wages. Some economists, committed to the high wages theory of un
employment, argued that unions and governments created too many 'rigidities' 
in the labour market: fixed wage differentials across regions or occupations; 
restrictions on the hiring and firing of workers; high unemployment benefits; 
limits on \vorking hours; health hazards and safety regulations; pension 
schemes; tight housing market; strong unions. 30 The political consequence of 
this view is diametrically opposed to the pro~corporatist position. Here the 
culprit is the 'social democratic state': its lavish unemployn1ent benefits keep 
workers in depressed areas instead of forcing them actively to seek jobs in 
growth areas and to compete with employed workers; 'socialist' regulations 
making it difficult to hire and fire are an obstacle to adjustments; high social 
insurance charges increase labour costs (the 'real' wage paid out by the 
employer). Market forces are stifled. The solution, widely advocated in the 
19805, was to dismantle the welfare state, unleash market forces, sap the 
powers of the trade unions. The promise was that, after a painful but 
unavoidable period of 'adjustment' (i.e. mass unemployment), happy days of 
growth, stable prices and full employment would be with us again. 

In the period 1985-90 output increased by 3 per cent a year, while 
unemployment decreased by 2.5 per cent, but liberalizing labour markets 
contributed little to this revival. The trigger for this growth was the sharp 
drop in oil prices and rising business expectations in anticipation of the 
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European Single Market, due to start in 1992. In Britain the 1985-88 growth 
was due to government-led expansionary policies, particularly tax cuts. This 
greatly helped Britain's foreign competitors: they owed their own improved 
performance to the taste of the now richer British taxpayers and consumers 
who spent their money on foreign goods (the volume of British imports rose 
by 30 per cent in these years).31 

That the unleashing of market forces as a solution to mass unemployment 
could have been advocated by intelligent people, and implemented by 
politicians, should not be surprising. Desperate situations require desperate 
remedies. That such ideas could still prevail in the 1990S is a monument to 
human folly. By 1995, oil was cheaper than anyone could have wished during 
the previous twenty years; trade unions were a spent force throughout Europe; 
eighteen million unemployed kept the labour market loose and flexible beyond 
the hopes entertained by many conservatives in the 197°5; interest rates were 
at their lowest in years; strikes were rare, and virtually confined to the defence 
of jobs in the public sector, rather than to pushing wages up. And still, 
inexplicably, the advanced countries faced a future characterized by mass 
unemployment and low growth. 

In the 1980s in Britain, Conservative economists such as Patrick Minford, 
an adviser to Margaret Thatcher, were among those who believed that 
unemployment failed to depress high wages because of market distortion, 
due to union po\ver and the welfare state. Minford suggested that all legal 
immunities be removed from the trade unions, that anti-strike legislation be 
introduced, that small businesses be exempt from all employment protection 
laws, that health and safety rules should become advisory.32 All employment 
protection laws, he wrote, should he abolished 'lock stock and barrel and let 
the worker protect himself against poor conditions by voting with his feet'. 
Consequently, the Employment Protection Act of 1978, the Equal Pay Act 
of 1970, and the Sex Discrimination Act of 1975 would have to be repealed. 
Under the banner of increasing 'people's economic freedom', Minford ad
vocated abolishing the notion of 'unfair dismissal', redundancy payments, 
statutory notice for dismissal (or, indeed, any obligation to give reason for 
dismissal), maternity rights, time off for ante-natal care, maternity pay, the 
right to return to work after giving birth, and so on.33 Minford stopped short 
of advocating the reintroduction of child labour, though, logically and con
sistently, there should be no reason to interfere with the freedom of a ten
year-old to go down a chimney or a coalmine, or that of parents to dispose 
of their children in the most commercially profitable manner. 

Many of the new institutional arrangements recommended by Minford 
were implemented by the Thatcher administration in order to foster a resump
tion of growth. Of course, much protective legislation was left untouched, 
but the extent to which the proposals of Minford and other right-wing 
thinkers were adopted went beyond the wildest hopes of academic economists 
seeking to influence governments. Yet, from the economic point of view, this 
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has not been a success story. By 1993, unemployment in the UK was, in real 
terms, at an all-time post-war high, while British manufacturing industry was 
in ruins. The anti-union policy pursued, and the demolition of workers' rights, 
did nothing to lower real wages, which in the Thatcher years 1979-89 rose 
by 2.6 per cent, nearly three times the rate of the Labour years of 1973-79 
(0.9 per cent).34 Countries with very rigid and highly regulated labour markets, 
such as Finland, Sweden and Norway, performed better than the U1< over 
the long term. As G6ran Therhorn has shown, there is no direct correlation 
between unemployment levels and rates of taxation or levels of social ex
penditure.35 The most obvious reason is that money saved by the state when 
withdrawing subsidies to industry is soon spent on unemployment support 
to workers sacked from these same industries. 

Contrary to what economists have suggested, there is no correlation 
between the level of unemployment pay and willingness to work. There is, 
it is true, a diminution of that shame of being out of work, which, in the 
past, forced many to accept work at derisory wages or in appalling conditions. 
Countries with high unemployment compensation, such as Sweden, had low 
unemployment for years. In the U1< the ratio of benefits to net income had 
not changed since 1966 and therefore could not account for the increase in 
unemployment in the late 19705. Moreover, if people had become less willing 
to work there would have been a sharp increase in unemployment at any 
given level of job availability. This did occur in Belgium and the UI<, but not 
in Gern1any.36 

In spite of the lack of strong evidence, the nco-liberal idea that markets 
should be liberalized as much as possible, because they were the most efficient 
allocator of prices - including the price of labour - became the dominant 
ideology, accepted, in one form or another, in most of the world by virtually 
the entire spectrum of political opinion, including many on the Left. 

The idea that institutional problems were an obstacle to the downward 
adjustment of high wages at a time of high unemployment was not the 
property of right-wing economists. Many on the Left now accepted that the 
tight labour markets established in the early 1960s in Europe, and later in the 
USA and Japan, strengthened the trade unions, and that a purely I<eynesian 
explanation in terms of de6cient aggregate demand was not totally con
vincing.37 In complex societies wages are not set by mere supply and demand. 
If this were the case, we should expect that under less than full employment 
firms would simply force down wages by turning to unemployed workers, 
and/or that unemployed workers would turn out at the factory gates to sell 
their labour at less than the going rate. In real life firms face costs for hiring 
and firing; existing workers may refuse to co-operate with new entrants or 
even harass them; and there are other costs implicit in the adverse effects of 
labour turnover. 38 It is often the case that key groups of workers in important 
sectors of the economy in prosperous regions set a wage trend to which 
everyone conforms, irrespective of the requirements of the real economy. 
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This may be aggravated by the fact that jobless workers in high unemployment 
areas do not move to prosperous areas, driving down high wages. They stay 
put, anchored by housing policies and subsidized by unemployment benefits. 
The pool of unemployment which is thus formed does little to contain real 
wages.39 According to this n10del, called the 'insider-outsider' model, the 
unemployment sector can be theoretically divided into two categories: the 
long~term unemployed or 'outsiders' who are, in effect, unemployable and 
therefore have no impact on wages; and the temporarily unemployed or 
'insiders', who are still in the real job market and who thus help keep wages 
in check.40 The 'outsiders' become an outcast group, consisting of the old, 
unwell and unskilled. It has been calculated that in Germany in 1977, 74· 5 
per cent of all long-term unemployed - that is, those out of work for more 
than a year - were over fifty-five and/or had impaired health and/or no 
vocational qualifications.41 

This may explain why high unemployment may not bring about its only 
possible benefit namely, lower inflation - and why an increase in demand 
may push wages up even in a situation of high unemployment. It does not 
explain why unemployment increased in the first place. Similarly, if the real 
culprit is the social-democratic welfare state, how is it possible that growth, 
full employment and low inflation co-existed happily in the 'social-democratic' 
1950S and 196os? The most obvious answer lies in the exogenous shocks 
suffered by the West European economies in the 1970S - first, the fluctuation 
in exchange rates that resulted from the abandonment of fixed parities, and 
then the increase in oil prices by the OPEC countries. 

The end of the fixed exchange rates systetn came about because con~ 
fidence in the dollar was rapidly eroding. This reflected the deterioration in 
the global power of the USA, its excessive spending on the Vietnam War, its 
first trading deficit (1971) since 1893, differential inflationary rates between 
the USA and its international competitors, and the growing economic and 
political strength of Europe and Japan. Repeated deficits in the US balance 
of payments had flooded the world with dollars. The rapidly developing 
eurodollar markets caused excess liquidity, a major cause of the rising in
flationary pressures. The American solution was to suspend the convertibility 
of the dollar into gold (15 August 1971). In December of that year, the 
dollar was devalued uncler the Smithsonian Institute Agreement. In response 
to the West Germans, no longer willing to support the dollar, on 19 March 
1973 it was decided to let exchange rates float, effectively terminating the 
Bretton Woods system. The new system of floating rates was formalized at 
a meeting of the Group of Ten, the leading IMF members, in Jamaica in 
1976.42 

As the hegemonic role of the dollar was coming to a close, another pillar 
of the long boom - cheap oil - was collapsing. As we have seen, inflationary 
pressures had started before the oil shock. Nevertheless, the rise in oil prices 
was so drastic, so dramatic (it coincided with the Yom Kjppur War between 
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Egypt and Israel) that in the popular imagination the great inflationary spiral 
of the 1970S was the direct consequence of the OPEC decision to raise the 
price of oi1.43 There is little doubt that an external shock, in the shape of an 
unprecedented rise in oil prices, initiated the slide into stagflation; but it was 
not its only cause. 44 The length of the recession suggests that, at most, the 
OPEC crisis was the trigger or catalyst which shifted the rate of unemploy
ment compatible with stable prices.45 By the late 1980s, oil and raw material 
prices had become cheap again, with little accompanying economic growth. 

It may be thought that, in circumstances in which oil had become more 
expensive, a modicum of inflation would have been preferable to high 
unemployment. It is true that inflation affects more people than unemploy
ment, but if earnings were to keep pace with inflation those in employment 
would not suffer particularly. Indexation of benefits would ensure that pen
sioners and the unemployed would also not be worse off. The real problem 
was that the West European economies were very active in international 
trade; consequently, any change in relative prices - that is, any difference in 
their respective rates of inflation - would inevitably affect international 
competitiveness, economic performance, growth and employment. It was 
because capitalism had become a truly international system that nationally 
based social democracies were subjected - like all national forces - to balance 
of payment constraints. The problem of adjustment would have been more 
serious in a system of fixed exchange rates, but after 197 I international trade 
was based on fluctuating rates and adjustments were simpler. Some countries 
- Sweden and Italy, for instance - resorted to regular devaluation of their 
currency to maintain international competitiveness. 

Expansionary policies pursued in one country, but not in others, would 
cause that country's inflation to increase faster than elsewhere, by sucking in 
cheaper imports and harming competitiveness. The hope that some countries 
- the USA, Germany or Japan - would perform the role of 'locomotive', 
pulling others along, proved illusory. Co-ordinated expansion would appear 
to be the obvious answer. To expand demand when others are contracting 
is counter-productive. To contract when others are expanding is absurd. In 
the absence of co-ordination in the 1970s, all economies contracted when 
greater benefits might have been achieved by co-ordinated expansion. Yet 
the continuing strength of the nation-state, and the short-term nature of 
much contemporary politicking, has made it impossible for effective supra
national co-ordination to occur. The Left, the force best suited for imple
menting a Europe-wide I<eynesian co-ordinated reflation, was, during the 
19705, still unwilling to confront the erosion of national economic sovereignty. 
We should note here two mild exceptions to this residual left-wing faith in 
the nation: the first was Helmut Schmidt's decision to reflate unilaterally 
(following pressure at the Bonn economic summit of July 1978), thus making 
the German economy the putative 'locomotive' of Western recovery.46 This 
attempt failed, as a result of the Iranian Revolution and the subsequent 
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second oil shock. It was later much regretted by Schmidt. The second was 
Frans:ois Mitterrand's total commitment to European unity in the mid- I 980s, 
due to the failure of the go-it-alone French reflation of 1981-83' 

These (failed) attempts excepted, the strategy of co-ordination of national 
economies remained adrift in the high seas of pious wishes, in spite of all the 
words and work spent on discussing international and European integration, 
in spite of the fact that the negative lessons of the protectionist 19; os had 
been regularly taught in schools and universities, in spite of the endless 
charade of expensive summits where politicians, goaded by the mass media, 
paraded with characteristic pomposity, masquerading as world statesmen while 
at the mercy of forces they were unable to understand. 

The collapse of the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates made 
co-ordination difficult to achieve. Flexible exchange rates increased the opera
tional range of decision-makers, freeing them from an externally imposed 
discipline and enabling them to pursue their own macro-economic targets. 
This turned out to be a poisoned chalice, since 'policy coordination is almost 
always desirable and may be particularly important after a supply shock'.47 

Throughout the 19705, and 19805, macro-economic policy remained a 
national affair. Though buffeted by international currents and increasingly 
interdependent, the national European economies pursued their own policies. 
As we have noted, they all had to conform to a general trend, but they did 
not do so in the same way. Unemployment and inflation increased everywhere, 
but not by the same amount. Growth was sluggish, but not uniformly so. 
Exogenous shocks, such as oil price increases, may explain what sparked the 
crisis, but they do not explain national differences. Trans-national macro
economic modelling may be fun and attract lavish funding, yet it is seldom 
true, as wise economists know only too well: 'More often than not we fail 
to take institutional differences seriously. One model is supposed to apply 
everywhere and always.'48 

The key factor in institutional differences lies in politics. Therborn's and 
Fritz Scharpf's working hypothesis is that the decisive factor in determining 
unemployment levels is the degree of commitment to fighting unemploy
ment.49 This does not mean that a high level of employment can be obtained 
simply by pursuing the 'right' policies. It is clear that there must also be 
specific national and international conditions which enable social democrats 
to behave like social democrats. It is the interconnection between strategic 
choice and favourable conditions which, in the final analysis, determines a 
specific policy outcome. One should extend to all European states the 
hypothesis advanced by Peter I<atzenstein regarding small states: 'the small 
European states frame political choices in a distinctive way. Their choices are 
conditioned by two sets of forces: historically shaped domestic structures 
and the pressures of the world economy. These two forces interact.'so 

The assumption that socialist governments have defended full employment 
more consistently than conservative ones is almost impossible to prove 
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empirically. One can readily demonstrate that the British Labour government 
gave priority to the defence of sterling in 1964-67 and, more importantly, 
the containment of inflation in 1 976~79 over unemployment; but how can 
one demonstrate that the Conservative Party would have accepted an even 
higher level of unemployment in the same period? The Swedish social 
democrats successfully upheld the cherished principle of full employment in 
the 1970s, but the 'bourgeois' coalition which held power in Sweden in 
1976-82 fought just as hard on behalf of the same principle. In the 19805 
socialist governments in Spain and France abandoned any pretence to sustain 
jobs and were prepared to tolerate very high levels of unemployment. Would 
conservative governments have fared much worse in the defence of jobs? 

Therborn's insistence that, in the final analysis, it is the depth of a society's 
commitment to full employment (as opposed to a political party's) which 
explains 'why some people are more unemployed than others', is plausible, 
but it can account only for prolonged resistance to joblessness, not for 
everlasting full employment. 

By 1994, the view that left-wing governments provided a better defence 
of employment could no longer be sustained. Within the European Com
munity the worst level of unemployment - 2. 3.4 per cent, more than twice 
the EC average (10.9 per cent) was recorded in Spain, governed since 1981 
by the socialists; Germany and Portugal, ruled by conservatives since 1982 
and 1985, respectively, were doing far better, with 8.; and 5.9 per cent. 
Socialist-led Greece more than matched this performance, with 4.6 per cent. 
Tiny Luxemburg, governed by conservatives, was doing best of all, with 2.2 
per cent. Sl 

Eventually, in spite of its commitment to full employment, even Sweden 
had to accept rising unemployment. And why did such a commitment exist 
in the first place? Is it because of the strength of social-democratic traditions? 
Why, then, was unemployment lower in Norway and Sweden than in Den
mark? Why was unemployment so low in Switzerland and Japan, where there 
are no social-democratic traditions at all? Why did Britain 'give up' on full 
employment under a Labour government in 1976-79, even though the con
sensus in favour of it was reputed to have been exceptionally high? Were the 
differences in unemployment levels between countries due to the fact that it 
was easier to defend en1ployment in some than in others? A closer look at 
how the Left faced the end of the golden age of capitalism may bring these 
questions more sharply into focus. 

The Vicissitudes of the Left 

The closing of the golden age coincided with an apparent revitalization of 
the Left. In Germany the SPD obtained its best post-war results in 1972. In 
Britain the Conservative government of Edward Heath was decisively chal
lenged and defeated by the coalminers in two lengthy strikes. In France the 
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defeat and resignation of de Gaulle in 1969 was followed by the reorganization 
of the Socialist Party, and the beginning of the construction of socialist
communist unity - the necessary precondition for the victory of the Left in 
198 I. In Spain, Portugal and Greece, authoritarian governments had run 
their course; before the end of the 1970s, democracy had been successfully 
established in all three countries. The argument that the social-democratic 
parties of Northern Europe were successful in the 1970S while those in 
Southern Europe achieved their main triumphs in the 1980s is valid up to a 
point. 52 The political victories of socialists in Southern Europe had been 
prepared by a generalized shift to the left in the 1970s: the end of authoritarian 
rule in Spain, Portugal, Greece and the advance of the Communist Party in 
Italy. 

Some of the surviving Western communist parties improved their prospects 
- particularly the Italians, who accelerated the process of renewal and dis· 
tancing from the USSR, leading to the short~lived 'Eurocommunise phase. 
In most European countries, the protagonists of the turbulent I960s - radical 
youth, feminists and pacifists - joined with ecologists in popularizing new 
forms of politics. This apparent evolution in favour of the Left did not 
translate into electoral success. Table 16'3 indicates the percentage gained by 
the main parties of the Left in this period. 

In Belgium, Finland and Sweden the main parties of the Left remained 
stable. In Austria, what was, in percentage terms, the strongest party of the 
Left in Europe - the SPO - declined in the course of the 1980s, but retained 
a strong following. In Germany, the SPD followed a similar trend of slow, 
but apparently inexorable decline. In the United I<.ingdom, the Labour Party 
lost votes systematically, particularly in the 1980s when it obtained the worst 
results in its history. In Italy, the PCI achieved its best ever results in 1976, 
whereupon decline set in, though the smaller, rival Italian Socialist Party 
advanced throughout the 1980s. The vote of the Danish and Norwegian 
socialists fluctuated remarkably, though the Danish results in the 1980s were 
well below their previous average. In Portugal, in a complex situation of 
transition to democracy, the Socialist Party at first emerged as a force to be 
reckoned with, but turned out, by the end of the period, to be one of the 
weakest socialist parties in Europe. In Greece, PASOI<, having emerged as 
one of the strongest Left parties in Europe in 1981 and 1985, was, by 1989, 
in the midst of an apparent terminal crisis, though it revived sufficiently in 
1993 to return to power. In Spain and France, the 1980s were periods of 
great success and electoral victories. By 1993, the French socialists suffered 
a catastrophic defeat, while the Spanish socialists lost their overall majority. 
In 1994, the Italian socialists collapsed in the n10st serious wave of financial 
scandals to have rocked any West European country since 1945. 

Thus, the raw statistics we have tell a story of electoral uncertainty for the 
main parties of the Left. Two factors need to be examined, however, before 
concluding that the frequently written obituary of social democracy can be 



Table 16,3 Share of the vote of the main party of the Left in fourteen countries, 1970--89 

1970 I971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 

Austria 48.4 50.0 50 .4 51.0 47.6 41.3 
Belgium 27·2. 26.6 26·5 25·4 2 ~.1 28,3 30.6 
Denmark 37·3 25.6 29·9 37.0 ,8'3 32·9 31.6 29·, 29·9 
Finland 23-4 2).8 24·9 23·9 26·7 24. 1 

France 19.2 25.0 n·8 32.8 37·5 
Greece 1;.6 2).; 4 8.1 45.8 40 ·il. 
Holland 24.6 27·3 33.8 28·3 30 .4 33·3 
Italy 27.2 34·4 30 .4 29·9 26.6 
Norway ".; 4 2.; 37. 1 41.2 
Portugal 40.7 36.7 28·9 28·7 36.1 20·7 22·7 
Spain 30 .3 )0·5 46.) 44. 1 
Sweden 45·3 43.6 42.7 43. 2 45.6 45. 1 43·7 
UK 43. 1 59·2a 37.0 27.6 30 . 8 
W Germany 45.8 42.6 42.9 38. 2 37.0 

Noles: a UK 1974 and Greece 1989: second election result shown (respectively October 1974 and November 1989). The Labour Party obtained 37.2 in 
February 1974. PASOK obtained 39.1 in June 1989. 

Main parry of the left. the Socialist Party in Austria~ Spain, Portugal and France; the Labour Party in Norway, United Kingdom and Holland; the Social 
Democratic Party in Finland, Germany. Sweden and Denmark; the Communist Party in Italy; the figure for Belgium represents the sum of the \Valloon 
and Flemish socialist parties. 
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substantiated. In the first place, the votes 'lost' by the main patties of the 
Left may have been gained by other 'left' parties, such as ecologists or smaller, 
more militant socialist formations. This resulted in an increased fragmentation 
of the Left. Secondly, electoral results are not the only index of political 
strength. The capacity to remain in power through alliances with other parties 
may be of equal or greater importance. 

AUSTRIA: 1986 represented a serious setback for the dominant SPO. Its 
share of the vote dropped from 47.6 per cent in 1983 to 41.3 per cent in 
1986. Its Conservative opponents stood still and the apparent beneficiaries 
were the right-wing Freedom Party and the new green formation, made up 
of various ecological groups presenting a single list. The latter obtained 4.8 
per cent, roughly the same percentage lost by the SPO. Though the greens 
cannot be automatically considered a left formation, it should be noted that 
seven of the eight green MPs later declared themselves to be part of the 
main green party, the GA (Grune Alternativen), which opposed the 'con
servative' greens. 

BELGIUM: While the Belgian socialists remained relatively stable through
out the period, towards the end of the 19808 an ecological party emerged 
and secured between 6 and 7 per cent of the suffrage. 

FINLAND: Here too the social democrats were relatively stable. However) 
the badly split Communist Party, which in some ways represented the hard 
core of Finnish radicalism, decreased in strength - even if we add together 
all the communist groups - throughout the 19805, from 17.9 per cent in 
1979 to 10.1 per cent in 1991. The Finnish greens gained 4 per cent in 1987 

and 6.8 per cent in 1991. 

GERMANY: In 1983 and 1987, the Green Party was able to obtain more 
than the 5 per cent required to gain representation in Parliament. In certain 
Lander, for instance in the Saarland) they enabled a 'red-green' coalition to 
emerge. The 'left' credentials of the German greens are not in dispute: not 
only were there no instances of a coalition with the CDU, but such a coalition 
was almost unthinkable. In 1990, in the first elections of reunited Germany, 
the greens lost their representation, but the Democratic Party of the Left 
(the former East German communists) was able to obtain a handful of seats. 

FRANCE: The 19805 saw neither the increased fragmentation of the Left, 
nor the emergence of significant green parties. Prior to the Socialist rout of 
1993, the decline of the Left vote was entirely attributable to the decline of 
the PCF. 

GREECE: The growth of PASOI( is attributable to its ability to attract 
the centrist votes which used to converge towards the Union of the Centre 
(which disappeared from political life during the 19808). The Greek Com
munist Party held on to its one-tenth of the vote until 1990. 

PORTUGAL: The two parties of the Left, socialist (PS) and conlffiunist 
(PCP), declined together. In the first free elections, the PCP obtained 17.9 
per cent Oess than half the vote of the PS); in 1987 the PCP had 12. per cent 
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against 22 per cent for the PSP. The ratio had not altered significantly, though 
the total Left vote had, temporarily, almost halved. 

SPAIN: Here the tendency does not closely match the overall European 
trend. The PSOE decreased from 46.5 per cent in 1982. to ,8.7 per cent in 
1993, though the party was able to remain in power throughout. The Spanish 
Communist Party (PCE) declined from a peak of 10.8 per cent in 1979 to 
4.6 per cent in 1986, but, under various United Left umbrellas, it improved 
its prospects later (9.1 in 1989 and 9.6 in 1993). 

SWEDEN: The rise of the Green Party (5.5 per cent in 1988) did not 
erode any of the support of the established Left, whose percentage remained 
substantially unaltered: the social democrats stood at around 43-45 per cent 
and the Communist Party at around 4-5 per cent. The Swedish Left expanded, 
but became more fragmented. 

HOLLAND: the Labour Party's share, about 30 per cent of the suffrage, 
was not affected by the growing fragmentation of the overall political system. 

NORWAY: The apparent collapse of the Oet Norske Arbeiderparti vote in 
197 3 (down to 35.3 per cent) can be attributed to the rise of the leftist 
Socialist People's Party (11.2 per cent), which became in 1975 the Socialistisk 
Venstreparti (Socialist Left Party - SV). 

DENMARK: The situation in Denmark was similar to that of Norway 
(and France, Portugal and Greece), in that there was a sizeable Left alternative 
to the main socialist party. In this instance, as in Norway, this \vas the radical 
Socialist People's Party (Socialistisk Folkeparti). By 1988, it had 13 per cent 
of the vote against 29.9 per cent for the mainstream social democrats. 

UNITED KINGDOM: Here the electoral system was virtually impermeable 
to any new formation. Thus, the pronounced decline of the Labour Party is 
not paralleled by the emergence of a green or radical party. Ho\vever, in 1981 
the Labour Party split; the resulting centrist Social Democratic Party formed 
an alliance with the Liberal Party (1983) and eventually merged with it. This 
centrist formation came close to unseating the Labour Party as the main 
opposition in 198,. Here there occurred a greater fragmentation of the 
opposition in the sense that, in electoral terms at least, it became more 
equally divided between the Labour Party and the centre (the Liberal Demo
cratic Party). 

ITALY: Here the main party of the Left was the PCr. It reached its peak 
in 1976; thereafter, decline set in. The PSI, by contrast, appeared about to 
close the gap with the communists: in 1976 the PCl had nearly four times 
the electoral strength of the PSI; by 1987 it had just over twice the percentage. 
The background of this was the continuing fragmentation of the Italian 
political system: on the Left there was the small Radical Party, a leftist party 
(the POUP) and, eventually, the greens. In 1987, even though the pcr 
appeared destined to inexorable decline, the sum total of the Left parties 
(pCI, PSI, radicals, far Left and green) stood at 47 per cent of the national 
vote - the highest percentage ever reached by the Italian Left. By 1992., a 
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populist party, the Northern League, became the dominant force in much of 
northern Italy, while an anti-mafia party - La Rete - joined the increasingly 
complex spread of political parties. After 1992, the Italian political system 
was completely modified leading to the disappearance of the PSI and the 
PCI became the Partito Democratico della Sinistra (Democratic Party of 
the Left - PDS). 

The electoral fortunes of the main parties of the Left in the 19708 and the 
19805 can be tabulated in the following way: 

Table x6.4 The changing political fortunes of the Left: the 19708 and 19808 compared 

Significant gain 

Significant decline 

No significant change 

France (Socialist) 
Greece (pASO K) 
Holland (Labour Party) 
Italy (Socialist) 
Spain (Socialist) 

Austria (Socialist) 
Denmark (Social Democrats) 
Germany (Social Democrats) 
Italy (Communist) 
Portugal (Communist and Socialist) 
United Kingdom (Labour Party) 
France (Communist) 

Belgium (Socialist) 
Finland (Social Democrat) 
Norway (Labour Party) 
Sweden (Social Democrat) 

Table 16.4 tells only part of the story. The Austrian SPO, the British 
Labour Party and the French PCF all 'decline' but not in the same way. 
The 'decline' of the Austrian socialists may have been numerically significant, 
but they remained the main Austrian patty and stayed in power throughout 
the 19805. By contrast, the decline of the Labour Party - the most pronounced 
of its history - was interpreted by many as a terminal illness. A similar 
prediction was made of the French Communist Patty. All in all, no clear 
general trend emerged. 

We are left with the task of examining actual success in achieving govern
mental power. We look only at governments constituted entirely by left-wing 
parties (such as the socialist-communist coalition established in France in 
1981-84), or dominated by the main party of the Left (such as the Austrian 
governments of the late 1980s or the SPD-FDP coalition in Germany in the 
1970S). In Table 16.5 the asterisk indicates any year in which such a 'Left' 
government held power. 

No broad generalizations emerge. The Left dominated governments 
throughout the period in Austria; through most of the period in Sweden; in 



Table 16,5 Left governments in fourteen European countries, 1970-89 

Aus Bel Dnk Fra Fin Ger Gre HoI Ita Nor Por Spa Swe UK 

1970 * * * 
1971 * * * * 
1972 * * * * 
1973 * * * * 
1974 * * * * * 
1975 * * * * * * 
1976 * * * * * * 
1977 * * * * * * 
1978 * * * * * 
1979 * * * * 
1980 * * * * 
1981 * * * * * 
1982 * * * * * 
1983 * * * * * 
1984 * * * * * 
1985 * * * * * 
1986 * * * * * 
I987 * * * * * 
1988 * * * * * * 
1989 * * * * * * 
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the 1970S more than the 19805 in Norway and Denmark; in the 1970S only 
in Germany; in the 1980s only in France and Spain. In Belgium, Finland, 
Portugal, Holland and Italy, the majority parties of the Left had little or no 
say in government. In the United Kingdom, the Labour Party was in power 
for only a few years (and with a tiny majority of seats) in the I970s. The 
defeat of the British and German Left throughout the I980s, and the inability 
of the Italian Left to patch up its differences and obtain power (the only 
country in Europe where the Left had never been the dominant force in 
government), are important signposts of the crisis of socialism. This, however, 
must be set against the revival of the Left in Spain, Portugal and Greece 
following the demise of authoritarian governments, and the major experiment 
constituted by the first post-war socialist government in France. The share 
of the popular vote, the number of seats obtained in Parliament, the degree 
of influence achieved in government are of great importance in establishing 
the effectiveness of the socialist tradition in the last decades of the century, 
but the picture remains indistinct. Reconnoitring the itinerary of the Left 
after the golden age requires a deeper historico-political analysis. 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

Social Democracy in Small Countries: Austria, 
Sweden, Holland and Belgium 

THE ECONOMIC data for the 19705 and 19805 examined in chapter 16 
highlighted the outstanding performance of Austria, Sweden and Norway in 
maintaining full employment. For most of the J 970-90 period, all three had 
a socialist government. On both employment and price stability, Switzerland, 
run by a virtually permanent coalition government of national unity which 
included the socialists, performed as well as the other three. The Swiss 
commitment to full employment and price stability - the main economic 
foundations of social peace throughout this linguistically divided confederation 
- was upheld even at the cost of near-negative growth. This achievement 
must be put in perspective: unemployment in Switzerland was low mainly 
because the majority of workers who lost their jobs were foreigners on 
temporary permits who were forced to leave the country once they became 
unemployed. l In effect, Switzerland exported its unemployment. Foreign 
workers were thus the chief victims of the harsh deflation which allowed 
Switzerland to weather the oil shock. Other countries too, for example Austria 
and Germany, resorted to immigration restriction and repatriation, though 
not to the same extent as Switzerland. Such a policy appeared to cause very 
little uproar among socialists and, at least in Austria, was actively supported 
by the trade unions. In Britain, too, immigration was increasingly restricted 
by both Conservative and Labour governn1ents, but in this case many social
ists reacted with dismay. Repatriation was never seriously considered as a 
feasible or desirable option (most migrant workers already were, or could 
easily become, British nationals - an option not available in other countries); 
it was advocated only by the far Right and by nationalist and racist person
alities in or out of the Conservative Party, such as Enoch Powell. 

In this ~hapter I concentrate on two of what are generally taken to be the 
success stories of West European social democracy in the 1970S and 1980s 

Austria and Sweden - contrasting them with Holland and Belgium, where 
the Left is weak, and which are comparable in terms of population and 
social stability. 
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Austria 

Sweden has usually been presented as the most convincing showcase for 
West European social democracy. Yet Austria offers another powerful instance 
of social-democratic success. While the Swedish social democrats (SAP) faced 
their first post- I 945 defeat in 1976, and were out of office until 1982., the 
Austrian Socialist Party (SPO) remained in power throughout the 1970S and 
1980s, either on its own (1970-8;), or in coalition with the liberal FPO 
(1983-86) or the conservative People's Party, the GVP (after 1986). In 1971 
the SPO obtained an absolute majority of the popular vote, a rare accomplish~ 
ment in Western Europe. Even more significant than these impressive political 
results have been economic successes: throughout the period, Austria achieved 
the unusual feat of maintaining a very high level of employment while holding 
inflation down. If we take into consideration the entire post-war period, 
however, the Austrian record in growth rate appears much less spectacular: 
the high growth rate of the 19 50S was followed, in the 1960s, by one in line 
with the OEeD average (3.9 per cent). The real achievement occurred in the 
19705, when Austria bucked the recessionary trend. This coincided with the 
rule of the SPO and the so-called 'I<teisky era', 2 

Good economic management was the basis for the string of electoral 
victories by the spa throughout these two decades. Other factors, however, 
were equally crucial in enabling the party to secure a majority of the popular 
vote. In the first place, the neutrality of the country was widely accepted and 
had been part of a deal with the USSR in exchange for the peace treaty of 
1955. There was no pressure to shift from this position. Neutrality was 
popular and generally held to coincide with the national interest. In other 
countries, the parties of the Left were perceived as less reliable than their 
right-wing opponents in the conflict between West and East. In Austria (and 
Sweden), the socialists did not face such problems. The Austrian Chancellor 
Bruno I<reisky developed a high profile in international affairs (as did Olaf 
Palme in Sweden and Willy Brandt in Germany), working tirelessly in favour 
of East-West dialogue, the United Nations (Austrian soldiers regularly served 
in peace-keeping missions in the Middle East and Cyprus), and a better deal 
for the Third World. Kreisky distinguished himself particularly with his 
outspoken commitment to the recognition of the Palestine Liberation Organ
ization as the authentic representative of the Palestinian people. Perhaps only 
an independent-minded Jewish intellectual, leader of a neutral country, could 
have dared to welcome Vasser Arafat with the honours due to a head of 
state in 1979, when the Palestinian leader was still described by the Western 
media as little more than an international terrorist. 

It may be argued that Kreisky's efforts, like those of Palme or even those 
of Brandt when he was leader of the Socialist International, were irrelevant, 
since control of international relations was solidly in the hands of the 
superpowers and could not be affected by small, peripheral countries or 
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ineffective international organizations. This, however, misses the point. To 
use neutrality to a particular end, such as mediation between East and West 
or keeping open doors which others decide to close, is not inconsequential. 
Cold War politics required a special kind of negative posturing: not talking 
to some, not recognizing others. This situation, if it were not to deteriorate 
further, also required the existence of politicians and parties who would keep 
options open and talk to those boycotted by others. The function of small 
neutral countries was to try to escape from the politics of confrontation and 
maintain informal channels of communication. This flexible outlook turned 
out to be of help to the superpowers. Kreisky exploited all this with great 
cunning, obtaining considerable support at home. It is always a matter of 
great pride to the citizens of a small country to realize that their nation is 
able to play an international role and is not simply someone else's vassal or 
pawn. Thus, the foreign policy of the spa fulfilled the double task of a 
socialist foreign policy: it contributed to detente and reinforced the popular 
acceptability of the socialists. 

An 'exploitable' international position was the first of the many assets 
available to Austrian socialism. A second was that the long cohabitation in 
government with the DVP (1945-66) had fully legitimized the party. No one 
could seriously argue that the spa could not run the economy, or that the 
country would have to face some dangerous experiment in social or economic 
engineering should the SPO govern alone. Furthermore, the system of propo1i.J 
whereby jobs in the public sector were divided up between the parties, had 
ensured that the SPD did not face a powerful establishment which was 
either 'above parties', yet conservative (as in the UI<) , or under the control 
of their opponents (as in France or Italy). Thanks to proporv members or 
supporters of the spa became part of the financial and economic establish
ment. Thus, the spa had at its command a wealth of talents and expertise 
developed in the administration of the public sector. It never had to use 
experts whose values it did not share, or rely on 'neutral' civil servants, or 
appoint former opponents (as the British Labour Party often did in the 
nationalized industries). The proporz principle also applied to the large national
ized sector. This meant that the conservative opposition (the 6Vp) had a 
powerful party interest in preserving the state sector (as did the Christian 
Democratic Party in Italy). This, to some extent, impeded the development 
of Thatcher-style neo-liberalism in Austria. 

Thirdly, the SPO was an extremely large and well~organized socialist party, 
with an exceptionally strong though declining mass membership (it fell from 
703,000 in 1971 to 6I7,000 in 1989).3 This made the Austrian socialists, 
proportionately speaking, the largest party in Western Europe, with a member
ship equal to one-third of its total vote and 9.6 per cent of the total 
population.4 Like the Scandinavian and German social democrats and the 
Italian communists, the spa also enjoyed the support of a large number of 
auxiliary associations. Some of these were closely linked to it, such as the 
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League of Socialist Freedom Fighters and Victims of Fascism (1,982. members 
in 1990), and the Workers' Association for Sport and Body Culture (ASKO 

Arbeiterbund fiir Sport und K6perkultur in Osterreich), with 1,080,000 

members in 1990. Some had only loose ties to the Socialist Party, such as 
and this is not a joke - the Central Association of Austrian Small Gardeners, 
Homecrofters and Pet Breeders, or the First Austrian Association of Workers' 
Stamp-collectors.s One in ten of SPO members were Vertrauenspersonen, trained 
activists who were expected to visit each member regularly and listen to their 
problems.6 

The fourth asset of the SPO was represented by the considerable size of 
the Austrian public sector or, as the Austrians prefer to call it, the Gemeinwirt
schaft ('economic community'). As was pointed out in chapter 5, the origin of 
this was the nationalization of German assets following the Second World 
War. This state takeover had been sanctioned by the OVP) as well as by the 
Western Allies then occupying parts of Austria. Thus, the public sector had 
not been the product of socialist 'dogma' bent on elimination of the free 
market, but the result of an overall national consensus. The Austrian state 
was in control of most mining, chemical and engineering industry - account
ing for 2.0 per cent of the working population - as well as of the three 
leading banks which, in turn, were shareholders in a number of industries.' 
Political pressure was exerted on the nationalized banks to lend to industry 
in the name of social responsibility. However, ignoring commercial logic had 
negative consequences: by 198 I, an accumulation of bad debts almost proved 
the undoing of Austria's second largest bank, the Osterreichische Landerbank, 
and a massive infusion of capital from the government became necessary.8 

Unlike the British public sector, which lacked central CON ordination and 
was (apart from steel and coal) prevalently a public utilities system, the 
Austrian stateholding system resembled the Italian: state property was 
controlled by a public holding company, the DrAG (Dsterreichlsche Industrie
verwaltung AG), which supervised over two hundred nationalized enterprises. 
With this instrument at its disposal, the governing party could exercise 
considerable authority over both manufacturing and banking. Since the state 
had a direct sayan wages in manufacturing, agreements with the trade unions 
on an incomes policy were more credible. Furthermore, the expansion of the 
public sector could be manipulated in order to maintain a high level of 
employment. Thus, between 1973 and 1983, redundancies in the state sector 
were half those in the private sector.9 As we shall see later, a similar policy 
was adopted in Sweden and Italy. It is a common misconception to view an 
overmanned public sector as necessarily a Bad Thing. In real life, and this 
does occasionally include economics, it is wise not to reason so presumptively. 
For instance, during the recovery of 1966 and 1967, the labour-bloated 
Austrian public sector had a distinct advantage over its German private sector 
rivals, in that it could expand production on the basis of the existing work
force, thus rapidly exploiting new market opportunities. Comparable German 
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firms, which had slimtned down thanks to expensive and laborious redund
ancies, were less able and more reluctant to do the same. tO 

Another political asset of the SPO was that it could rely on a firm 
understanding with the trade unions. Incomes policy never appeared, as in 
Britain and some other countries, as an emergency measure aimed at blocking 
wage increases; it was a central feature of the Sozialpartnerschaft (social 
partnership) which has characterized the management of the economy since 
1945. It had thus become part and parcel of political life, to be used 
continuously, whether during the period of post-war reconstruction, the 
subsequent capitalist boom, or the ensuing worldwide recession. It could not 
be seen as a political device to force workers to pay for the consequences 
of the recession. Austria's incomes policy required a highly centralized trade 
union movement (the 6GB), a feature of trade unionism also characteristic 
of Sweden and Norway and, to a lesser extent, Germany, but which was 
quite absent in France, Britain and Italy. Until the early 1980s, the key 
economic parameters were set by the so-called Parity Commission, which 
included members of the government, of the trade unions and the employers' 
as socia tions. 

Like trade unions everywhere except Britain, the 6GB remained formally 
separate from the sPa, though the social democrats within it, organized as 
a faction, were the dominant force. Around one-fifth of the I(reisky cabinet, 
and one-third of socialist MPs, were trade unionists. The OGB was far more 
than a federation of trade unions, unlike the British TUe. Members paid 
their dues directly to the OGB, which then proceeded to fund the various 
unions. The OG B held the strike funds and decided which strikes to support, 
thus retaining control over industrial conflicts. Unlike in Sweden, the 6GB 
included both white-collar and blue-collar workers. The strength and central
ization of the 6GB enabled an effective incomes policy to be delivered, in 
the belief that the government would compensate the unions by strengthening 
their overall negotiating position. Austria was spared the sharp division 
between public and private sector unions which considerably weakened 
socialist parties elsewhere in the 1980s. 

A further distinct advantage enjoyed by the SPO was that a number of 
factors made the Austrian economy less susceptible to crisis. In the first 
place, both the restrictive wages policy adopted in the mid- I 9605 and the 
government's concurrent promotion of industrial investment had considerably 
improved Austria's international competitiveness, well ahead of the oil shock. 
Secondly, although the Austrian economy, like all small-scale economies, was 
dependent on those of larger neighbouring countries, Austria was lucky in 
having a successful neighbour, Germany, on whom it could depend though 
in the 19308 many would not have called it good luck. Furthermore, one
fifth of its exports was directed towards the COMECON countries and 
Yugoslavia, then an oasis of economic and political stability. 11 Thirdly, the 
Austrian service industries (tourism, retail trade and the public sector) had 
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many unfilled vacancies, because it could not compete with wages paid in the 
manufacturing sector during the boom of the late 1960s. This later turned to 
Austria's advantage since, when the recession occurred, it had a major sector 
of the economy able to provide employment. Finally, the oil shock itself had 
led to a worldwide primary products boom which directly benefited the 
Austrian (and Swedish) raw materials industry, most of which was in state 
hands.12 

The 'modernization' of Austrian socialism was achieved without excessive 
bloodletting. For the SPO, as for many other socialist parties, 'nl0dernization' 
essentially meant the abandonment or toning down of the importance of the 
industrial working class and the class struggle between capital and labour. To 
some extent, this reflected the de-proletarianization of the party (a Europe
wide trend among parties of the Left): between 1970 and 1978, the percentage 
of working-class party members dropped from 38.3 per cent to 29.9 per cent. 13 

By 1975, a policy review process was under way. Working groups were 
formed to deal with internal party democracy, women, youth, leisure, and so 
on. Documents were produced, Catholics and liberals wooed, ideology de~ 
emphasized. 14 Egon Matzner, who had frequently complained that the 
distribution of income had been left untouched,15 produced, as head of the 
1978 Programme Commission, a list of problems not yet solved by the 
socialists: the Problemkatalog. 16 The final document, 'Freedom, Equality, Justice 
and Solidarity', was adopted unanimously in 1978 as the new fundamental 
programme of the party. However, the ideological glue which held it together 
(the equivalent of Clause Four in the Labour Party or 'the dictatorship of the 
proletariat' in the PCF) - namely, the commitment to Marxism and the goal 
of a 'classless society' - was not modified. 17 There is substantial evidence to 
suggest that this policy review was meant to co-opt the left-wing factions 
within the party, while the government proceeded in its pragmatic manner. IS 

However, it is unlikely that this kind of leftwwing Bad Godesberg had any 
electoral effect. A poll showed that though 64 per cent of the population 
had heard that there was a new programme, it had only a vague idea of its 
contents; everyone assumed that the main pledge was to guarantee jobs and 
maintain full employment.19 

To achieve modernization while maintaining a reasonable degree of party 
unity must rank as a success. I<reisky never used his pragmatism to eliminate 
long-term goals from the party's platform or to eliminate the 'new left'.20 On 
the contrary, in a major speech of 12. March 1976, AuJbruch in die 80er Jahre 
('Beyond the 1980s'), Kreisky pointed to the long-term task facing the 
Austrian socialists: to go beyond the Wohljahrtsstaat, the welfare state. 21 

Influenced by Swedish socialism, he adopted the view that the mission of 
social democracy had to be accomplished in three stages: first, political 
democracy (the suffrage); next, the welfare state; and finally, the full demo
cratization of all areas of society.22 This commitment to long-term goals 
enabled the leader of the party's left faction, Josef Hindels, who regularly 
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attacked Sozialpartnerschaft as another form of class collaboration, to approve 
heartily of Kreisky's modernization at the 1974 Party Congress, while lament
ing the fact that 'this modern Austria remains a capitalist Austria',23 I<reisky 
continued to enjoy the support of the Left: at the 1979 Party Conference he 
paid homage to the teachings of Otto Bauer and was saluted by Hindels as 
a genuine Austro-Marxist.24 

Last, but not least, the tasks of the spa were facilitated by the positive 
political profile and personal credibility of Bruno I<.reisky; the election slogan 
in 1975 was 'Kreisky - who else?', and in 1979 'Austria needs I<.reisky'. An 
added bonus was the ineffectiveness of the avp opposition, whose leaders 
were a succession of generally colourless politicians. The avp shared too 
many of the principles of Sozialpartnerschaft to attack the SPO for excessive 
etatisme. Between 1971 and 1975, the avp supported 88 per cent of all SPO 
legislation.25 This included most of the social reforms promulgated by the 
sPa, such as the increase in statutory paid holidays from four weeks a year 
to five, and sexual equality legislation.26 Between 1970 and 1975, the legal 
working week was gradually shortened: two hours were dropped in 1970, 
one in 1973, and two more in 1975. This increased total employment by 1.5 
per cent. 27 Between 1972 and 1975, the government introduced free travel to 
school and free books for pupils. Pensions and family allowances were 
increased; a cash grant was given to the newly married and the newly born; 
and free medical examinations became available for all. 28 The 1979 spa 
electoral manifesto emphasized that Austrians had never had it so good, 
were richer than ever before, were better clothed and better fed. 29 

Taken together, all these factors contributed to the overall success of 
Austrian socialism in the 1970S. Inflation was contained thanks to moderate 
unions and a strong schilling (tied to the Deutschmark after the devaluation 
of 1969). Growth was maintained thanks to the modernization of the private 
sector in co-operation with government. Full employment was preserved 
because the spa had consistently privileged job creation programmes over 
budgetary deficits. It is not surprising, therefore, if Austro-I<.eynesianism, as 
this policy mix was baptized, was widely held up as a 'model' and favourably 
contrasted with the right-wing orthodoxy of monetarist financial rectitude 
prevailing elsewhere, especially in the United Kingdom. 30 

This miracle of social democracy relied on an explicitly pro-capitalist policy 
of promoting investment, though we must bear in mind that much of this 
'capitalism' was in state hands. This does not mean that there was a rational 
industrial policy, except in the sense that Austria's goal was full employment. 31 

There was instead a highly effective policy of short-term crisis management. 
As problems appeared, plenty of money was thrown at them and, for a 
while, the problems went away. Investment promotion was achieved with a 
battery of initiatives. The most important were indirect tax-based jncentives 
- such as a system of depreciation allowances which made it virtually un
economic for firms not to increase their capital stock - and a massive and 
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expensive programme of interest rate subsidization. The financial inducements 
offered to individual industrialists in Austria were among the highest in the 
world and, of the OEeD countries, only Japan and Norway (thanks to the 
oil boom) allocated a higher proportion of GNP to investment.32 

High growth, low inflation, high employment - these were the gains 
achieved by Austria under the socialists. What were the losses? The neo
liberals had a perfectly valid case when they argued that subsidization inhibits 
innovation: Austrian firms in the public sector failed to modernize as much 
as private companies. Traditional trade union socialists have an equally valid 
case when they complain that capitalists gained more than workers: through
out the 19805 real wages in Austria grew at a lower rate than in most other 
countries.33 Most Austrian trade unionists, however, had a definite empathy 
with enterprises (the state owned so many of them). They were used to 
negotiation rather than confrontation, were keen to obtain growth rather 
than distribution. It is possible that the substantial size of the state sector 
helped to influence the 'pro-capitalist' perspective of the trade unions - not 
a traditional objective of advocates of nationalization. Be that as it may, it is 
clear that the fate of this model of social democracy was closely related to, 
and contingent on, the fate of its national capitalism and this, in turn, was 
dependent on the fate of the international economy. This led Austrian 
socialists to adopt a conciliatory attitude towards the opposition though, 
thanks to their parliamentary majority, they could have ridden roughshod 
over their opponents. This points to a provisional conclusion: the Austrian 
model - like the better-known Swedish one - is not a model at all. It cannot 
be imitated or imported; it rests on an historically determined set of circum
stances and institutional developments, many of which, from an externally 
imposed neutrality to the specific features of the Austrian economy, were not 
the result of the volition of socialists, or of their programmes, or even of 
their ability. The conservative opposition contributed to socialist achievement 
nearly as much as the socialists themselves. This story is thus replete with 
paradoxes: to the extent that the SPO was successful, it was because it was 
'pro-capitalist' and its opponents were not anti-working class. 

Nor is this a story of wondrous achievements unperturbed by setbacks. In 
1983 the SPO lost its overall parliamentary majority. The revered Bruno 
I<reisky resigned (in part for health reasons) and the less charismatic Fred 
Sinowatz became Chancellor. There was a 'hung' Parliament. The capacity of 
the two main parties to control their respective sub-cultures was waning. 
This was a European-wide phenomenon, known as ~de-pillarization' in Hol
land and Belgium and 'de-alignment' in Britain. It is at this point that it 
becomes possible to argue that 'The SPOJs hegemonic position within the 
Austrian party system ended'.34 Sinowatz negotiated a coalition with the FPO 
or Freiheitliche Partei Osterreichs (literally, 'Party for Freedom in Austria') 
which, in spite of its name, had long been a political home fot nationalists 
and even pro-Nazi elements. 
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In 1986 there were further problems for the SPO: the former secretary
general of the UN, I<urt Waldheim, a conservative widely suspected of a 
pro-Nazi past, was elected president of the republic in spite of staunch 
opposition from the SPa. All previous federal presidents had been socialists, 
or, as had been the case with Rudolf KlrchschHiger (elected in 1974 and 
1980), SPa-sponsored. An extreme right-wing nationalist - Jorg Haider -
took over the FPO. A SPO-FPO coalition was now politically impossible, 
and the SPO was forced to form a new grand coalition with the GVP in 
January 1987. 

The second oil shock of 1979 made it difficult to sustain the remarkable 
growth rates of the 19708. The worldwide recovery of the mid- I 9805 was not 
strong enough to absorb all of the labour force which had been sheltered by 
the strategy of subsidization. This, in turn, proved too expensive to sustain. 
But the n108t damaging effect of the international transformation of capital 
in the 1980s was the rapid loss of productivity and efficiency of Austrian 
firn1s in those traditional industries which had been the backbone of the 
economy: engineering and steel. The problem was no longer how to protect 
existing capitalism, but how to reduce the labour force in the traditional 
sectors and how to guide the restructuring of the industrial sector towards 
new products which might have a better chance of competing with the rest 
of the world. As unemployment rose, the Austrians were forced to step up 
subsidies to the public sector and to promote early retirement. Full employ
ment remained the top priority, as the 6vp maintained its firm commitment 
to it and, not willing to distance itself from the SPO on this issue, refrained 
from adopting the outright deregulation stance being canvassed throughout 
Europe,35 What the Austrian socialists needed were new institutional mechan
isms to achieve a regulated transition to post-golden age capitalism. This 
they could not do. Instead, they resorted to a partial and piecemeal dis
mantling of the existing system. 

The new grand coalition of 1986 was at least in part motivated by a 
common recognition that it was necessary to cut public spending, reform the 
fiscal systen1 and privatize (I.e. sell stocks and shares in the state-owned 
banks and national airline), in order to replenish the state coffers.36 This 
followed the established rules of the Sozialpartnerschafl. At every stage the 
consent of the unions was sought; at every stage they delivered it, albeit 
grudgingly; and at every stage the spa and the 6vp negotiated the changes 
and reached agreement. Thus, the principle of consensus was maintained 
even though the reduction of the public sector was unlikely to bring comfort 
to socialist hearts. 

The impetus for this scaling down was derived from the exceptionally 
high losses made in 1985 and 1986 by the state-owned VOEST-Alpine group, 
created by the government in 1973 from the merger of Alpine (in Dona\vitz) 
and VOEST (in Linz). This combine, one of the largest steel groups in the 
world, had not only been a casualty of the international steel crisis, but had 
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also lost money in oil speculation, in the construction of industries in other 
countries, and in the attempt to diversify into new industrial sectors. All this 
had sapped public confidence in the state sector as a whole. In addition, 
many citizens had developed an increasing animosity towards these large 
state enterprises. They considered them to be over-protective towards their 
workers, granting them better job security and extra welfare benefits. Public 
sector firms, being in the traditional manufacturing sector, also tended to be 
the biggest polluters at a time when there was growing concern about the 
environment. After the fiasco of VOEST, privatisation was no longer a taboo 
subject even within the SPO.37 

By 1988, Austria appeared to have recovered, though this was due as 
much or more to the boom in Germany than to the government's austerity 
measures. In any case, under pressure from the OVP (which was losing votes 
to the FPO) and from the Left, austerity was abandoned.38 Little actual 
deregulation - the official policy of the coalition - had taken place.39 The 
threat of privatization and a massive reduction of the workforce had helped 
the revitalization of the public sector. The political price to be paid was 
substantial: it was widely assumed that Austria had recovered because 'estab
lished' social-democratic policies had been abandoned. The SPO's traditional 
constituencies - such as the working class employed in the public sector -
were in decline. The trade unions, widely admired for their moderation and 
regarded as the backbone of national stability, were now seen as less 'patriotic' 
because they opposed the restructuring of the public sector.40 The importance 
of the Parity Commission declined. The entire system of patronage was in 
danger as the state was seen to be abandoning its central role in the economy. 
In effect, a friendly divorce between unions and SPO was under way. The 
vast restructuring of the state holding company, the breaklng¥up of the large 
conglomerates, and the consequent job losses considerably reduced the 
unions' political clout.41 

The recession of the early 1990S finished off Austria's traditional industrial 
policy. In 1993 the integrated aluminium public sector group, Austria Metall 
(A MAG) , collapsed, signalling the end of a state-led industrial policy. Not 
only the GVP but also the SPO decided to accelerate privatization. Austria's 
large public sector now became like an albatross round the neck of the 
socialists. 

The political shift to the right which took place in the second half of the 
19808 also affected Austrian foreign affairs. The firmly neutral bridge-building 
policy with the East developed by I{reisky, his Third-Worldism, his rapproche
ment with the Arabs: all were steadily toned down. Foreign policy turned 
increasingly towards the West and the European Community. Austria applied 
to join the EEC (acceding to it in 1995 with Sweden and Finland). At the 
same time, however, there was a new pull towards Eastern Europe as a 
consequence of the collapse of communism and the emerging market eco
nomy in Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Austrian companies 
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began to invest abroad, attracted by the pronounced differences in labour 
costs: the cost of twenty-five workers in an Austrian workshop could pay for 
two hundred in a factory in Slovakia.42 By now, the SPO was unavoidably 
linked to its GVP partner (in spite of the latter's dismal electoral performance 
in 1990, down from 41 per cent in 1986 to 32). The I<reisky era was 
symbolically buried when, in June 1991) the SPO decided to change its name 
from 'Socialise to 'Social Democratic'. 

The achievements of the SPO were considerable, but must be viewed in 
perspective. The Austrian socialists demonstrated both a capacity to resist 
the trend of mounting unemployment and a determination to dominate a 
rapidly changing situation. Even though unemployment was at an all-time 
high in 1993 (7 per cent), it was still low by European standards. The Austrian 
socialists were not swept aside. There is no denying that they exhibited 
remarkable political intelligence (the rarest of commodities), but they also 
enjoyed the favourable circumstances and institutional advantages discussed 
above. The problems they faced in the late 1980s were due to objective 
constraints, not to an outdated devotion to an unchanging ideology, or to an 
incapacity to understand the modern world. In politics, as in real life, there 
is such a thing as a brick \vall. If one cannot pull it down or walk round it, 
one must live with it as best one can, taking care not to collide with it. This 
brick wall is international interdependence; it cannot spare a small country 
in the heart of Europe. 

Sweden 

Sweden makes for an intriguing comparison with Austria. The two countries' 
achievements in fighting unemployment can be explained partly in terms of 
what they had in common. Yet each also took advantage of its distinctive 
features. What they shared is known: social-democratic victories, a sn1all 
population, a wellmestablished neutrality, a highly skilled workforce, strong 
and centralized trade unions, and non-membership of the European Com
munity. 

The divergences are no less significant: the Swedish industrial public sector 
was one of the smallest in Europe, the Austrian one of the largest; the 
Swedish krona was regularly devalued, the Austrian schilling remained an 
immovable vessel solidly anchored to the Deutschmark. Swedish social 
democracy was truly hegemonic, a virtual state ideology facing a timorous, 
ineffective and sharply divided opposition. Austrian socialism remained deeply 
committed to the proporz system and the consequent requirement of systematic 
negotiation. The SPO, unlike the Swedish SAP, always faced a single rival (in 
opposition or in coalition), ready at any moment to become an alternative 
government. The SAP, in spite of its political strength, was out of power 
from 1976 to 1982, while the SPO was in power (usually in coalition) 
throughout the 19708 and 19808. \Vhile the SPO never seriously atten1pted 
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to reform the Austrian state, the SAP was one of the few socialist parties in 
Europe which did so. The constitutional reforms that occurred between 
1970 and 1974 did not always favour the Swedish social democrats: a new 
electoral system eliminated the Rikstag's First Chamber (indirectly elected by 
the regional assemblies) where the SAP was virtually assured of a majority; 
the term of office for the Second Chamber was reduced to three years; and 
a more proportional electoral system was installed, with a lower threshold 
for entry to Parliament.43 Unicameralism, however, did not shift the political 
balance to the right but to the left, because it made the social democrats 
dependent on the support of the small Communist Party which, thanks to 
the lower threshold, became integral to the 'socialist bloc' and less prone, 
consequently, to the temptation of using its weight in an anti-social-democratic 
direction.44 

The two countries had different class structures. Sweden was well on the 
way towards 'post-industrialism', while Austria in 1970-89 had an agricultural 
sector larger than all other central and northern West European countries, 
including France but excepting Finland. Austria's industrial sector, though 
slowly declining as elsewhere in Western Europe, remained after 1974 the 
second largest in the world after Germany.45 Sweden's economy, unlike 
Austria's, was dominated by a few export-oriented industries such as 
shipbuilding and motor vehicles. Austria had a large proportion of small 
businesses and virtually no international companies: its largest corporation 
ranked I73rd among the world's top 300. Austria's industrial policy was 
designed to support domestic firms catering for the home market.46 This 
meant that Sweden was more exposed than Austria to the vagaries of the 
international market. 

In chapter 8 I examined the Swedish Rehn-Meidner model and its two 
pillars: a solidaristic and egalitarian wages policy and an active labour market 
policy. Though devised in the early 19 50S, the model was fully operational 
and accepted by the main protagonists the government and both sides of 
itldustry only towards the beginning of the 1960s. By the early 1970S the 
model had proved its effectiveness, especially with regard to the labour market: 
it had ensured full employment, low inflation, a high degree of cyclical 
stability, no balance of payments troubles, no visible structural imbalances, 
and a satisfactory rate of growth.47 Particularly significant for social democrats 
was the fact that these achievements occurred against a background of 
unparalleled income equality: the wage differentials among skilled workers 
ranked among the lowest in the world, and managers did not earn significantly 
larger sums than their workforce48 - evidence, perhaps, that large salaries are 
a form of plunder by executives, not a precondition of econon1ic success. 
The fundamental basis and the strength of the Swedish welfare state was its 
generous universalism: as Esping-Andersen put it, the old idea of minimalist 
equality was surrendered in favour of equalization at the top.49 Thus, the 
Swedish welfare state attracted considerable middle-class support which 
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benefited the SAP throughout the 19605. The Achilles' heel of this system, 
however, is that it always requires heavy public expenditure. 50 

In common with others in Europe, the Swedish trade unions moved 
towards advocating some direct influence in the decision-making process 
within firms. This led to the Joint Consultation Act of 1976 (Medbestam
mandelagen, or MBL). Some regarded it as a comprehensive reform limiting 
managerial prerogative, though, in the end, it did not constitute a ~break
through for democracy in working life'.51 It had been the product of trade 
union attempts to revitalize the movement following the jolt of wildcat strikes 
in the late 19605. This rethinking produced a report on industrial democracy 
(see chapter 16), adopted at the 1971 Congress of the LO.52 It failed to 
provoke any significant enthusiasm among workers, while arousing the 
hostility of employers.53 The electoral defeat of 1976 delayed the adoption of 
further co-determination legislation. When the SAP returned to power in 
1982, the LO was ready to implement its radical 1975 plan for controlling 
capitalist enterprises: the Meidner Plan on wage-earners funds (to be ex
amined in chapter 2 ;). 

Until around 1970, blue-collar wages set the pace for all other wages: the 
white-collar and public sector unions, whether grouped under the banner of 
the TeO federation or the mainstream LO, followed wages in manufacturing. 
In the early 1970S this pattern began to break down as wage competition 
reasserted itself. To prevent what could have become a wages spiral, the 
employers' association proposed that wages should be based on 'objective' 
criteria. The Swedish trade unions insisted that these could not be imposed 
unilaterally by the government. So opposed were they to any form of 
government intervention in the determination of income that they were 
prepared to accept any other mechanism - even one outside their direct 
control. 

Eventually (1970), it was decided that the general level of wages would 
reflect that in the sector of the Swedish economy most exposed to inter~ 
national competition - that of export, which represented one-third of the 
economy. Wages in the 'sheltered' sector - mainly building, retail trade, 
services and public administration - would follow the lead sector. This model 
of wage determination, known as the EFO model after the economists 
responsible for devising it (Gosta Edgren, Karl-Olof Faxen and Clas-Erik 
Odhner), clearly departed from the Rehn-Meidner model. Wages were no 
longer the product of negotiation, but were determined exogenously by the 
world market. 54 In this way Swedish wages would reflect the 'real' economy 
and not the strength of workers in the protected areas.55 The effect of this 
010ve was to tie the fate of social-detuocratic tnanageluent of the Swedish 
economy more tightly than ever before to the world market. 

Initially, the first oil shock (1973) did not seem to affect Sweden. There 
was - as in Austria - a raw material export boom. At first, inflation remained 
within bounds. The rate of growth dropped without becoming negative. 
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Profits increased sharply. Real wages increased by 7.4 per cent in 1975, 
markedly above the EFO norms. 56 This, and the parallel increase in the 
employers' contribution to pension insurance, led to inflation and a rapid 
decline in Sweden's competitive position. The worst-hit sector of the economy 
was the shipbuilding industry, the third largest in the world, since the most 
immediate consequence of the first oil crisis was the collapse of the super
tanker market. When this recovered, it was dominated by South Korea and 
other newly industrialized countries. 

The economic and industrial crisis coincided with a major political con
troversy, which brought about the first electoral defeat of the SAP since the 
1930s. The Centre Party, formerly the Agrarian Party representing the farming 
community, had embraced, on ecological grounds, the anti-nuclear energy 
cause. This became the salient issue in the 1976 election campaign, which 
resulted in the first non-socialist government in forty-four years. It was a 
three-party alliance: the Conservatives (now the Moderates or Moderata 
samlingspartiet), the Liberals of the Folkpartiet (people's Party) and the Centre 
Party (Centerpartiet). The victorious bourgeois coalition was highly conscious 
that its victory was not due to dissatisfaction with the social-democratic 
modeL It had spent much energy during the electoral campaign denying that 
they intended to put the clock back, destroy the welfare state and discontinue 
the policy of full employment. 

While, in 1976, the British Labour government abandoned full employ
ment (and hence social democracy), and was about to cut public spending 
severely, in Sweden a non-socialis t centrist coalition government was 
determined to show that it could uphold the social-democratic agenda as 
well as the social democrats themselves. 

The paradox did not end there. In order to defend full employment, the 
centrist coalition had to abandon some of the financial rectitude which had 
been embraced by its socialist predecessors. The krona was devalued in 1976, 
1977 and again in 1981, thus eliminating the main external discipline on 
wage increases and restoring the international competitiveness of Swedish 
industrial exports such as pulp paper, iron ore and steel. The price paid was 
higher inflation. By the early 19808, Swedish exporters looked to regular 
government devaluations rather than to union wage restraint as the source 
of profits. (A similar attitude prevailed in Italy where, as we shall see, an 
ever~devaluing lira enabled employers to maintain the international com~ 
petitiveness they were losing by granting excessive wage rises.) 

The so-called bourgeois government passed the first test of socialist 
economic management with flying colours: unlike the German and British 
socialist governments, they opted for full employment over inflation. The 
policy of job subsidization and active labour market intervention was ex
panded.57 The shipyards became heavily subsidized, continuing to maintain 
employment but producing ships they could not sell. The ships were scrapped 
and the government bought the scrap metal. 58 When this policy could no 
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longer be sustained, the coalition extended the policy initiated by the SAP in 
~ 975 by completing the nationalization of the shipyards in 1979.59 It did the 
same for the steel and raw n1aterial industries. The active labour market 
policy, the backbone of the Swedish model, had become very expensive: 
total spending on it doubled between 1975 and 1977. Without it, according 
to Scharpf, unemployment would have been 6. I instead of 2.2. per cent. 

The Swedish model of social democracy was not yet under threat. Full 
employment remained unassailable as one of the entrenched values of the 
system. The country seemed to be moving to the left. The bourgeois coalition 
was defeated in three successive elections, 1982, 1985 and 1988. In the last 
of these, for the first time since 1970 the SAP gained more seats than the 
combined total of the three bourgeois parties (156 against 152). The com
munists achieved their best results in twenty years (5.9 per cent). The new 
Green Party obtained 5.5 per cent of the vote and gained twenty members 
in Parliament.6o The green issue of nuclear power was deftly defused by the 
SAP, helped by the enthusiasm of the Conservative Party (one of the centre's 
allies) for nuclear power. Popular belief in the superior economic competence 
of the social democrats remained undented until the end of the 1980s. In 
spite of the increasingly negative image of the idea of 'socialism', the electorate 
remained favourably disposed towards the social security system.61 Finally, 
the SAP caught up with the changing Zeitgeist, began to backtrack on its 
longstanding commitment to a centralist state. In the course of the 1980s, 
administrative responsibilities were increasingly devolved to local authorities, 
while maintaining central financial control as Thatcher was doing in Britain.62 

However, the social democrats were perfectly aware, when they returned 
to power in 1982, that unless they could orchestrate an economic recovery 
they would not be able to maintain popular support. As Arne Ruth remarked, 
'Nothing fails like success. The Swedish model could not survive without the 
momentum of repeated accomplishn1ent ... the promise of the future had to 
be constantly renewed.'63 

The period of bourgeois government was not a parenthesis which could 
be ignored. The social-democratic monopoly of power had been broken 
without any noticeable disaster. Voters had acquired a taste for electoral 
mobility. The unions themselves had developed a habit of independence 
from government while the bourgeois parties were in power. This would not 
be promptly discarded. 64 Opposition had radicalized the SAP into adopting 
the so-called ~Ieidner Plan, aimed at establishing some form of collective 
control over private capital. In the short term, the most pressing issue facing 
the new social-democratic administration was that they could not restore the 
economy, disrupted by the second oil crisis, with massive subsidies, as they 
had done previously. They opted for a rapid export-led growth by devaluing 
the krona by a hefty 16 per cent. This seemed to work and was helped by 
a fall in oil prices which facilitated the international recovery of the late 
19808. The budget deficit decreased and turned into a surplus. Sweden's 
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international competitiveness further increased between 1986 and 1988, thanks 
to the weakness of the dollar, which the krona had shadowed. This economic 
buoyancy did not last long. By 1989 the Swedish social democrats were 
facing a serious decline in popularity due to the deteriorating economic 
situation. Their worst electoral defeat followed in 199 I when their share of 
the vote plummeted to below 40 per cent for the first time since the 19305. 
Yet they returned to power, once again, in 1994. 

As in Austria, the public sector became the main instrument for absorbing 
labour. But, unlike in Austria, the Swedish economy did not have a large 
state-owned manufacturing branch, so public services took on the role of 
job creation agency. Government employment rose by a third between 197, 
and 1985.65 Much of this was achieved through a massive expansion of female 
labour, further facilitated by a change in tax assessment legislation which 
favoured two-earner households. Thus, there was a significant shift in the 
composition of the Swedish working class: manufacturing industry began to 
lose its dominant position; there were more female wage-earners; the weight 
of the state sector increased; and there was a growth in part-time labour. 
Much of the increase in women's employment was associated with an ex
pansion of the welfare state. The most significant development was the growth 
of child-care arrangements. This offered more women the possibility of 
entering the workforce, while at the same time providing more jobs for 
women as carers in kindergartens. The outstanding mobilization of women 
in the workforce became one of the central features of the Swedish model. 
The labour force participation of women rose from 50 per cent in 1960 to 
75 per cent in 1980, the highest within the OEeD, where the overall average 
in 1980 was 50 per cent.66 In so doing, Sweden came closer than any other 
country to producing a new concept of full employment: the full employment 
of all those who wanted to work, and not just of the male labour force. As 
if to emphasize this conceptual shift, the 1975 programme of the SAP did 
not use the term 'full employment', but the term 'work for all' meaning a 
long-term employment policy aimed at achieving a steady rise in the number 
of job opportunities.67 

The price paid for this was an increased differential between wages in the 
public and private sectors, which effectively marked the end of the 'solidaristic' 
wages policy even in its reformed EFO version. EFO was now a dead letter. 
The wage drift (Le. locally agreed rates) in the private sector had accelerated, 
responding to the fact that national negotiations between employers and 
unions had resulted in blue-collar industrial workers receiving less than public 
sector workers. The latter had become wage leaders.68 With wage drift be
coming widespread, the centralized bargaining system was no longer the 
foremost mechanism for fixing wages. By the late 19805, 60 per cent of the 
income of blue-collar workers in private industry was attributable to wage 
drift. 69 Between 1983 and 1988) the centralized bargaining system disintegrated 
as the large white-collar industrial unions and Metall, the metalworkers' union, 
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Table 17.1 Government employment as a percentage of total employment 

1974 1980 1990 

Denmark 2.2..2. 2.8,3 30.5 
Finland 1,.8 17.8 2.2.·4 

France nla 20.0 2.2 .• 6 
Italy 13·4 14·5 15·5 
Japan 6·3 6·7 6.0 
Norway 19.0 2.,.2. 27·7

a 

Sweden 24. 8 ,0., 31.7 
UK [9.6 2.1.1 19·2-
USA 16.1 15·4 14·4 
West Germany 13.0 14.6 15. 1 

Note: a 1989 figure. 

Source: 0 ECD, Financial Times, I 5 March 1993. 

negotiated separately.70 In April 1988 the unions accepted a deal which 
provided a major role for local bargaining based on individual merit and 
labour D1arket conditions, thus establishing an important break in the forty
year-old centralized bargaining system.71 

It was inevitable that the government would try to intervene directly in 
wages. The recalcitrant unions agreed to enter into a kind of social contract, 
the so-called Rosenbad meetings of 1984-85, to contain their wage demands 
within stated limits. This proved particularly difficult to enforce in the state 
sector: in 1986 one and a half million public sector workers took part in one 
of Sweden's worst labour disputes. 72 High public sector employment had 
been one of the unintended results of the Swedish model and proved to be 
one of the causes of its downfall. Sweden's post-industrial, public sector 
middle class was beholden to the social democrats, but had none of the 
traditional political attachments of the working class. 

The growth in part-time work affected many other countries, especially in 
the 19805. In the UK and the USA, this occurred mainly in the private 
sector; in Italy, in the private black economy; in Sweden and the other 
Scandinavian countries (including Finland), it was achieved by public sector 
expansion as the figures in Table 17. I demonstrate. 

This has more than merely technical significance. Part-time employment 
in the private sector is far less remunerative than the equivalent in the public 
sector. In the part-time private sector, employers are strong, unions weak, 
regulations more difficult to enforce; in the public sector, unions are relatively 
strong, the employer is the state and therefore more responsive to public 
pressures and more insulated from competition. In practice, part-time workers 
in the British, Italian and American private sectors help to subsidize, through 
their dismal wages, that part of the economy protected by unions and 
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regulation. In the Scandinavian countries, the growth in part-time employment 
was financed by taxpayers. It was not cheap: by the mid-1980s, the marginal 
rate of income tax for the average Swedish worker was 64 per cent.73 

Thus, the pursuit of full employment was doubly constrained: by the 
ability of Scandinavian capitalism to compete in the international economy 
to achieve rates of growth compatible with a high level of public expenditure; 
and by the willingness of taxpayers to tolerate a high tax burden. It was not 
accidental that the first significant anti-tax, populist parties to appear in 
Europe were in Scandinavian countries such as Mogens Glistrup's Frems
kridtspartiet (progress Party), which became the second largest party in 
Denmark in 1973 (having failed to obtain any seats in 1971). 

A wider problem was presented by the difficulty of measuring productivity 
in public services. This sector coincides, approximately, with a type of 
economic activity which William Baumol, in a celebrated article, identified as 
'the non-progressive sector'. He distinguished between a sector in which 
productivity increased cumulatively as technology developed, thus com
pensating for rising wages, and a non-progressive sector, in which this offset 
would be much smaller. New and better machinery would increase the 
productivity of bottled drink manufacturers, but the productivity of a barber 
would not increase so rapidly over the years.74 If a high level of employment 
is secured by expanding the public sector, it follows that an increasing 
proportion of GNP is produced by a sector of activity which is not responsive 
to market stimuli and where productivity changes are slow or cannot be 
measured.75 

Sweden1s dependency on the vicissitudes of the international economy 
increased remarkably throughout the 19808 as the social democrats - like 
neo-liberals everywhere - dismantled the system of foreign exchange controls, 
in place since the Second World War, which restricted capital transactions 
with other countries. In so doing, the SAP acknowledged that controls had 
become far less effective in a world dominated by multinational firms and 
international capital markets,16 By the mid-19805, another of the central 
strategic conditions for the old Swedish model had disappeared: the inter
national space for political autonomy. Sweden was forced to conform to the 
restrictive policies of leading countries.77 By 199 I, social democrats had 
reformed the tax system and applied to join the European Community. By 
1993, in the second year of a 'bourgeois' government, Sweden had become 
the home of a battered model of social democracy. The paragon of full 
employment by now had an unemployment rate of 13 per cent of the 
workforce.78 Rapidly deteriorating public finances led to cuts in unemployment 
benefits (though they remained a generous 80 per cent of salary), higher 
health care charges, and much stricter sick leave rules. A major shift occurred 
in the organization of the national health service, away from the centralized 
rational planning model, towards an internal market which would boost the 
power of doctors.79 In the autumn of 1991, the SAP dropped its opposition 
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to private child-care and accepted the principle of private, profit-oriented 
social services under the guise of recognizing the need for greater 'individual 
opportunity'.80 By 1993, in preparation for the following year's election) the 
social democrats had given up the possibility of a return to full employment 
unless Sweden became a member of the European Union and there was a 
co-ordinated reflation.81 Nevertheless, Sweden was still leading Europe in 
welfare provision for instance, by retaining a universally available child day
care provision and generous maternity and paternity leave.82 

The presence of multinational companies impinged on socialists in different 
ways in different countries. In the 19 50S and I960s domestic mass con
sumption had helped the establishment of a strong home-based manufacturing 
industry. By 1990, the home market had become too small and many Swedish 
finns became multinational. 83 Swedish socialists were now facing a less 
'national' capitalism, though many were still Swedish-based in terms of the 
workforce employed. Volvo's export drive was substantial, but most of its 
workers were in Sweden. By 1993, however, the internationalization of Volvo 
was complete, even though its institutional shareholders opposed a merger 
with Renault (whose inlpending privatization heralded the beginning of the 
end for a 'national' French car manufacturing sector). 

Holland 

Belgium and Holland, like Austria and Sweden, conducted their political 
affairs on the basis of a considerable consensus, a system political scientists 
call consodationalism. The Dutch Social and Economic Council (Sociaal
Economische Raad or SER), consisting of representatives from government, 
trade unions and employers, as well as government-appointed experts, was 
the counterpart of the Austrian Parity Commission and of the Belgian Central 
Economic Council (CEC). In spite of these institutions, the Belgian and 
Dutch employment records do not match those of Austria or Sweden. Thus, 
there is little evidence that an understanding between political parties, or the 
'two sides of industry', or the 'social partners' somehow ensures a proper 
balance between anti-inflationary and pro-employment policies. 

In both Holland and Belgium (as in Austria and Sweden and, indeed, 
almost everywhere else) consensus prevailed in the 1970s, hut declined 
throughout the 1980s, as did trade union strength and influence. 

In Holland, as in the rest of Europe with the exception of France, the 
situation in the 1970S appeared favourable to the Left - if obtaining office 
at the end of the golden age of capitalism can be said to be a good thing 
(socialists have never expected, wrongly, to be saved by capitalist success). 
The PvdA (the Dutch Labour Party) had returned to power in 1973, after 
fifteen years of opposition bdeRy interrupted in the mid-1960s. A PvdA 
prime minister, JooP den UyI, headed a broad coalition which included the 
Christian democrats. The cultural changes of the late 1960s induced in 
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Holland a process of deconfessionalization or ontkerkelijking. Religious parties 
lost ground. The aggregate vote of the three Christian parties decreased 
from 50 per cent in 1959 to 31 per cent in 1972..84 Between 1961 and 1975, 
the proportion of Catholics attending Sunday mass declined from 7 1 to 33 
per cent.85 Various national censuses indicated that the percentage of those 
stating no religious preference increased by 5 per cent between 1960 and 
1971.86 

The decrease in the importance of religion in politics had an effect on the 
trade union movement. The Catholic trade union federation NKV but not 
the Protestant Christian Trade Union merged with the socialist federation 
in 1976, forming the Netherlands Trade Union Federation. By 1980, the 
Catholic Party and the two larger Protestant parties had decided to bury 
their differences and merge, forming the Christen Democratisch Appel. The 
collapse of confessional dominance was 'the most dramatic event in modern 
Dutch politics'.87 The distinctive 'pillarization' or segmentation of Dutch 
society was breaking down. 

The Dutch welfare state was one of the world's most advanced, rivalling 
the Swedish in the breadth of its coverage.ss The Dutch systen1 was a product 
not of a hegemonic social democracy, but of the dominance of Christian 
parties prepared to develop generous welfare systems in times of prosperity, 
though not necessarily in periods of recession.89 

In the coalition system which prevailed in Dutch politics, electoral success 
was far less important than the ability to forge alliances. The PvdA's share 
of the vote in the 19705 and 1980s was low by European standards, but 
slightly better than in the previous two decades. In the 19 50S and 19605 the 
PvdA had oscillated between a high of 32.7 in 1956 and a low point of 23.6 
per cent in 1967. It then climbed steadily to 24.6 per cent in 1971, to 27.; 
in 1972., 33.8 in 1977, dipped to 28.; in 1981, to climb up again to 30.4 in 
1982 and 3;.; per cent in 1986. 

Two major problems faced the 1973-77 PvdA-led government. In the first 
place it was forced to share power with the main Catholic Party. This party 
had in the past pursued pro-welfare state policies, but was not wholeheartedly 
committed to full employment. Its welfarism was permeated by a paternalistic 
outlook which expressed itself in a deeply conservative attitude towards 
women's employment. Holland's female labour force participation rate was 
one of the lowest in Europe.9o The second problem facing JooP den UyI's 
administration was that the Dutch economy was heavily exposed to inter
national competition, while the public enterprise sector was too small to 
serve (as in Austria) as an instrument of macro-economic strategy (for 
instance, to combat unemployment).91 Holland was the home of saine of the 
largest multinationals in the world, but much of its workforce was elsewhere: 
a 1990 UNCTAD report ranked the Anglo-Dutch transnational corporations 
Royal Dutch Shell, Philips Electronics and Unilever 6rst, ninth and eleventh 
in the world, respectively, in terms of foreign assets.92 Foreign companies 
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seeking access to the wider European Community often invested in Holland 
and Belgium, while those investing in Sweden and Austria did so because 
they were interested in the Austrian and Swedish markets.93 The Dutch could 
not use the Swedish and Italian ploy of competitive devaluation, since theirs 
was fundamentally a 'transit' economy, importing half-finished goods which 
it then re-exported. This meant that instead of devaluing the currency, the 
Dutch government had to do the opposite. To reassure the private sector, it 
anchored the guilder to the Deutschmark and followed its upward path. 

In this situation the incoming PvdA-led coalition government, to contain 
costs and restore profitability, resorted to an incomes policy. The Special 
Powers Act of January 1974 gave the government authority to regulate prices, 
wages, dividends, redundancies, working hours and foreign labour contracts.94 

In practice this was a temporary device to control wages. However, no 
agreement was reached with the unions the following year. When it came to 
the crunch, corporatism did not work in spite of the government's con
spicuous attempt to have a social policy: it extended social welfare, introducing 
new supplementary Ineasures, and expanded disability payments. Wage-related 
social benefits were indexed to the average wage and no longer to the 
minimum wage. The trade unions proposed to deal with unemployment by 
reducing working hours, introducing job-sharing schemes, and creating new 
part-time jobs in the public sector. The employers, supported by the Christian 
parties, wanted to eliminate labour market rigidities, not increase them. The 
PvdA, under pressure from the strong young leftist group Nieuw Links (the 
New Left) to democratize the party, completed the passage of long delayed 
proposals for changes in land-ownership, and introduced co-determination, 
profit-sharing and investment controls in industry.95 As a result, the PvdA
led coalition broke down in 1977, though, in practice, the turn to the right 
had started after 1975-76 when inflation reached double figures and un
employment doubled. The end of full employment in Holland marked a real 
watershed in post-war economic policy - as it did in Britain. Afterwards, the 
priority of successive governments was to contain inflation and expand the 
private sectof, while restricting public sector growth.96 

In the elections of 1977 the PvdA gained ten seats, but was unable to 
reconstruct a coalition with the Christian parties, which formed a government 
led by the Catholic A. A. M. van Agt with the Liberals. The PvdA did 
succeed in re~entering the ruling coalition in 198 I, but this was short-lived: 
Labour could not stomach either the planned austerity measures or the 
proposed installation of Cruise missiles on Dutch soil. The economic situation 
had deteriorated sharply, with growth rates in 198 I at an all-time low (minus 
1.4 per cent) when a growth rate of 4.5 per cent would have been necessary 
to pay for the increasing demands which the unetnployed were tnaking on 
the welfare support system.97 There was a lnassive loss in terms of trade, a 
decline in profitability, and the greatest downturn in real capital investlnent 
of the OECD.98 Without the petro-guilders gained from the country's massive, 
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but declining gas reserves, the situation would have been even worse. In the 
1980s, when energy prices were low again, the state treasury lost a major 
source of revenue.99 

The road was now open for a final rupture with the consensus of the 
post-war years. A new conservative government, led by the Christian demo
crat Ruud Lubbers in alliance with the increasingly neo-liberal Liberal Party, 
swept into power in 1982. It was endorsed by the voters for a second term 
in 1986, when Liberal electoral losses were compensated by Christian demo
crat gains. The latter became the largest party in Parliament~ supplanting the 
PvdA in spite of the latter's gain of five seats. The Lubbers government 
reduced the level of social benefits and the minimum wage, though un
employment benefits remained the highest in Europe (three times those of 
the UI< in 1986).100 It de-indexed wages (as in Italy) and disposed of hallowed 
notions of consensual politics by cutting public sector wages by 3 per cent 
without consulting either unions or employers. This was the only Western 
government able and willing to take such action. Its task was facilitated by 
one of the lowest levels of trade unionization in Europe, just over a quarter 
of the workforce, and by the continuing decline of union membership. 101 

These policies constituted a partial retrenchment of the welfare state. 102 

Lubbers cut public sector pay and freed the private sector unions from the 
indexation mechanism. Workers in this sector were now free to achieve higher 
wages than their equivalents in the public sector. 103 The free-for~all wage 
bargaining system being to their decisive advantage, private sector workers 
became de facto supporters of the turn to the right like their counterparts 
in Britain. The government explicitly expressed its willingness to tolerate 
high unemployment levels, which remained at around 14 per cent throughout 
the 1980s.104 While in Sweden and Austria the public sector was used as a 
container for surplus labour (thus keeping unemployment figures down), the 
Dutch 'technique' was similar to that used, consciously or unconsciously, in 
Italy: a massive growth in the 'disabled' population. In the ten years prior to 
J 973 the number of registered disabled had increased by two-thirds; between 
1973 and 1982., it doubled again. By January 1987, it appeared that 13.2. per 
cent of the population was in fact 'disabled' and this in a country with 
one of the best welfare systems in the world. !Os Those rendered disabled 
through work there were nearly a million people in this category in Holland 
- could obtain 75 pet cent of their salary until their retirement. In spite of 
the efforts of the Lubbers governments of the 1980s, the turn to the right 
in Holland had little impact on the size of state spending on welfare. The 
social security system remained, as before, one of the most generous in 
Europe. Drastically cutting welfare spending became an uphill task, in part 
because the increase in unemployment pushed spending up, but mainly 
because of extensive popular support for welfare support directly related to 
its universalistic provisions. One in six workers was employed by the govern
ment, while 55 per cent of the population lived in rented houses and 
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benefited from the widespread system of rent control8. 106 An inherently 
unstable coalition government, in which the main party was inspired by 
Christian principles, found further drastic welfare cuts politically impossible. 
1:3y 1989 the PvdA, led by Wim Kok, had managed to return to power but, 
by then, it had been forced on to the defensive. Nevertheless, the OECD 
was still urging the recalcitrant Dutch to cut taxes and curb generous income 
transfer payments, imposing tighter criteria for claiming jobless benefits. 107 

Even Holland was not left unscathed by the prevailing mood for the market
ization of everything. Following the suggestions of the Dekker Committee, 
market forces were to be introduced into the health service (as in the UK); 
private health insurers were to be invited to compete with public health 
insurance funds for the favour of the public. lOS In 1994 the issue of state 
benefits was nowhere nearing its solution. An electoral earthquake (.May 1994) 
brought about the first government in the history of modern Holland \vithout 
the Christian democrats; its longest-serving prime minister, Ruud Lubbers, 
had to resign. Led by the Labour leader Wim I(ok, it included the 
conservative-liberals of the Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (VVD, 
the People's Party for Freedom and Democracy) and the left-liberals of 
Democraten '66, originally a radical-democratic party campaigning for parlia
mentary reforms. The aim of the government, according to its published 
programme, was a thorough 'market-led' reform of the social security system 
in order to create employment, on the assumption that the generous benefit 
system constituted a major disincentive to work. 109 As if to underline the 
continuing importance of social security as an issue, two new parties repres
enting the pensioners gained seven seats out of 150. 

Belgium 

In percentage terms the Belgian socialists, since 1978 organizationally divided 
between the Flemish Belgische Socialistische Partij (BSP) and the Franco
phone Parti Socialiste Beige (PSB), were as weak as the Dutch, but had been 
in office more frequently as members of a succession of coalition govern
ments. In 198 I the PSB had become the first party in French-speaking 
Wallonia. In 1987 the combined vote of the Flemish and Walloon socialist 
parties was 30.6 per cent, larger than that of the Social Christians (27.5 per 
cent) who had been the majority party since the war and had dominated 
Belgian politics after 1958. 

Otherwise, the vicissitudes of the Left in Belgium were comparable to 
those of the Dutch socialists: a political advance in the 1970S followed by a 
series of defeats in the 19805, as the whole political system swayed to the 
right. 

During the 1970s, it proved impossible to contain labour costs adequately. 
The most visible consequence of the oil shock was a cost-push inflation 
facilitated by a system of wage indexation. Between 1971 and 1980, real 
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wages in Belgium increased at a higher rate than anywhere else in the OEeD, 
an average of 4.6 per cent a year against 4.2 per cent in Japan, 3.2 per cent 
on average in the rest of the Ee, 2..3 per cent in UK, and I per cent in 
USA.ltO The Belgian manufacturing sector faced growing labour costs and a 
consequent loss of international competitiveness. These high labour costs 
squeezed profits; workers were laid off, while depressed demand at a world 
level prevented Belgian exporters from passing on wage costs by increasing 
prices. Market shares were lost. 11 I 

As the budget deficit grew disproportionately, a new Social Christian-led 
coalition was formed in 1977, which included the PSB /BSP led by Guy 
Spitaels (in opposition since 1974). Unemployment was still seen as the major 
issue, however, and a number of special programmes were developed, from 
early retirement schemes to apprenticeships for the young and the fully 
subsidized hiring of unemployed persons. It has been calculated that without 
these programmes, the unemployment rate over 10 per cent throughout 
the 1980s - would have been five percentage points higher, as in Sweden. t12 

To contain labour costs the centre-left government imposed a wage freeze 
in 198o, justified by Spitaels on the grounds that it was temporary and did 
not apply to low wage~earners.l13 

Until then consensualism had prevailed in Belgian politics, even though 
the linguistic conflict between Flemish speakers and Francophones had grown 
to an intensity without parallel in Western Europe, quite incomprehensibly 
to outsiders. Along with most of the other Belgian parties, the socialists had 
split in 1978 along ethno-linguistic lines. But they faced specific problems. 
Their working-class base was in Wallonia, home of the first industrial revolu
tion in continental Europe and of some of the traditional industries - above 
all, steel - which suffered severely in the recession of the 197°$. Flanders, 
traditionally more agricultural, grew much more in the post- 1 945 period and 
- in the 19605 and 19708 - became the centre of post-industrial growth and 
new technologies. There, the average rate of growth was 5.3 per cent in 
1966-75 and 2.7 per cent in the period 1975-84, while the corresponding 
rates for Wallonia were 3.9 and 1.6 per cent. 114 Consequently, unemployment 
grew faster in Wallonia than in Flanders. Flemish taxpayers, few of whom 
inclined towards socialism, took exception to the growing public expenditure 
on unemployment benefits which appeared to favour the French-speakers. 
Flemish politicians, including the socialist leader I(arel van Miert, resented 
the massive subsidies paid to the large, mainly state-owned steel industry, the 
giant Cockerill Sambre. They campaigned against the system of central 
financing which had hitherto prevailed and lobbied for direct control over 
resources. Once the concept of devolving state aid to the three regions of 
Flanders, Wallonia and Brussels had won the day, the socialist leader Guy 
Spitaels, who had at first opposed devolution and left the government (1980-
8 I), perforn1ed a U-turn and espoused economic federalism: each linguistic 
group had to be in charge of its own economic future. lls The recriminations 
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between the two socialist parties multiplied. Spitaels became stridently pro
'Walloon and absorbed the predominantly separatist left-wing Rassemblement 
Wallon. In 1987 he triumphantly obtained 44 per cent of the vote in Wallonia, 
Qne of the best results for any socialist party during the 19808.116 In this 
climate of bitter division between French and Flemish speakers, the regions 
were given increasingly wide powers: planning~ housing, the environment~ 
economic policy and culture. In 1987, when Brussels was established as the 
third self-governing region, education was transferred to the language 
communities. In 1993 major constitutional changes were approved, which 
transformed the country into a real federal state with separate, directly elected 
parliaments for Flanders and Wallonia (as had been the case for Brussels 
since 1987).117 

That economic considerations were never detached from the irresistible 
impetus of linguistic nationalism is demonstrated by developments in the 
largely state-owned steel industry. In the early I980s, Cockerill Sambre was 
thoroughly restructured by plant closures and new investment. By 1985 its 
workforce was less than one-third the 1974 level, although it was still no 
nearer to profitability. This Flemish-inspired move backfired. Steel was not 
the only troubled industry. The remaining so-called national industrial sectors 
- shipbuilding, glass and textiles, and, above all, coal - were similarly affected; 
these were mainly in Flanders. The coalmines in Limbourg in eastern Flanders, 
the large I<empense Steekolenmijnen complex, absorbed increasingly large 
subsidies. 11s It was the turn of Flemish politicians to seek, in vain, to bring 
back some form of national financing. The Flemish mines were 'rationalized' 
and 10,000 workers accepted redundancy payments. The end of consensus 
politics thus had profound implications, signalling not only the deepening 
linguistic division of the country, but also the virtual impossibility of adopting 
a national industrial strategy to confront the depression. The linguistic divide 
was no help to the cause of Belgian socialism. 

The turning~point was the 1981 general election, which saw the effective 
victory of the Liberal Party and their newly adopted ideas of market de
regulation. The Liberals advanced from 15.5 per cent in 1978 to 2. 1.5 per 
cent in 1981, while the Social Christians dropped from ;6.1 per cent to 2.6.4 
per cent. A new Christian-liberal alliance emerged and consensus politics 
now appeared discredited. 

The new centre-right government led by the Christian democrat Wilfried 
Martens turned to the right just as its counterpart in Holland had done. 
Legislation approved on 2. February 1982 granted the government special 
powers until the end of the year to limit public spending, cut back on social 
security, and decrease labour costs by blocking the indexation of wages for 
a limited period. The Martens government did not hesitate to engage in a 
confrontation with the public sector unions. 119 The real wages of the average 
worker decreased by 3 per cent. 

The 19805 proved to be a bitter experience for Belgian socialists. Even 
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though their share of the poll improved, they were systematically squeezed 
out of all positions of power by the entente between Liberals and Christian 
democrats. Even though they were by far the largest party in Wallonia, they 
were ejected from that region's government as well as from the Flanders 
regional government, and even from the executive council of the small 
German-speaking autonomous area in eastern Belgium.12o Only in 1988, after 
they had moved considerably towards the so-called 'new realism', did the 
two socialist parties once again join a coalition government with the Christian 
democratic parties and the Flemish nationalist Volksunie. In Belgium, 'new 
realism' was the term coined to indicate that the socialists had con1e to 
accept that the interdependency of the Belgian economy seriously constrained 
their policies. It is not clear why this realism should have occurred so late 
in the day. Since 1958 there had been massive foreign investment in Belgium; 
in 1971 foreign capital provided nearly 80 per cent of new investment. By 
1990, sixty-two of the top one hundred firms were foreign owned, including 
71 per cent of the chemical industry and 72 per cent of engineering firms.12l 
De facto control of Belgian manufacturing industry had been transferred abroad 
well before the 'new realism'.122 What 'new realism' meant was that the 
socialists had accepted the neo-liberal economic analysis of what inter
dependence required. 

By 1988, trade unions, too, were demonstrating 'realism~ by accepting laws 
on flexible working time described by the Financial Times as the 'most attractive 
in Europe' - presumably to employers. 123 Their initially strong opposition to 
the austerity measures of the Martens governments in the mid- I 980s had 
failed because they were too weak in Flanders and had to struggle in an 
unfavourable political climate. Once again an exacerbated linguistic conflict 
damaged the socialists. Trade unions were weak because they refiected the 
divisions in Belgian society: there was a socialist union, the Federation 
Generale du Travail de Belgique (or FTGB), which saw itself in opposition 
like 'its' party; a Catholic union, the Confederation des Syndicats Chretiens 
(or CSC), de facto in government; and there was even a liberal union, the 
CGSLB. While the FTGB was strong in Wallonia, the larger CSC dominated 
in Flanders, until even the unions split along linguistic lines. This confirmed 
the tendency towards the formation of a 'two-speed' Belgium. Flanders, with 
its higher growth and productivity, fewer strikes and lower unemployment, 
was able to contribute 70 per cent of the country's exports,124 and to attract 
direct foreign investment. 

The Belgian conservatives, however, were never strong enough to eliminate 
the 'socialist' constraints upon them. In 1992 the socialists re-entered the 
coalition. The social security system was still regarded as far too generous, 
since it contributed decisively to the country's national budget deficit (7 per 
cent of gross domestic product),J25 The wage indexation system, in spite of 
the numerous attacks upon it, still subsisted, the last European survivor of 
the post-war mood of conciliation between labour and capital. Its abolition 
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or modification was unlikely to occur without a similar consensus-seeking 
framework. The Right too faces powerful constraints. 

The devaluation of the currency went some way towards re-establishing 
profitability and reducing the balance of payment deficits (more because 
imports were contained than because exports were enhanced). However, none 
of these measures reduced either unemployment or the larger than ever 
budget deficit. 126 No industrial policy was introduced. The three years of 
high productivity growth and low inflation enjoyed by the country in 1988-
91 did little to contain the expense of a huge government debt equivalent to 
about 12.5 per cent of its national output. Growth was largely externally 
induced. The country's exports were equivalent to two-thirds of its GDP. 
Nearly two-thirds of them went to neighbouring Germany, Holland and 
France. 127 When these countries moved into recession, so did Belgium. The 
general assumption, in Belgium as in Holland, in Sweden as in Austria, was 
that all governments could do was to create conditions believed to be 
favourable for private manufacturing. One could bring water to the horses, 
but not force them to drink. 

During the period of rapid growth, governments in these small countries, 
especially left-wing ones, expanded the public sector. When growth came to 
an end, the public sector was further expanded in the hope that it would 
stabilize the system until a recovery ensued. When the recovery failed to 
materialize, the governments of Belgium and Holland (and Britain) used 
their role as employer to contain public spending, confront the public sector 
unions and increase wage differentials to the advantage of the private sector. 
The Swedes and Austrians acted differently, using their public sector to 
maintain employment. In Sweden and Austria the socialists controlled the 
state; in Belgium and Holland they did not. Herein lies the difference. Where 
socialists were in power and had sufficient political strength to control the 
$tate machinery they could use it, at least temporarily, to achieve some of 
their objectives. Moreover, the 6vp in Austria and the 'bourgeois' patties in 
Sweden shared many of the goals of the social democrats. The same was 
true of Belgium and Holland, but only in the 1970s. 

The events of the 1980s showed that the achievement of limited social
democratic goals (high welfare benefits, full employment) depended not only 
on social-democratic hegen10ny, but also on the way in which national capital 
is interconnected with the wider global economy. The absence of multinationals 
in Austria, and the strong national basis of those in Sweden, constrained what 
was possible at the national level. In Belgium, the use of regional policy to 
prevent the collapse of employment in the mining districts of the centre of 
the country (in effect, the faultline between the two linguistic communities) 
was implemented by relying on foreign capital. As I<atzenstein explained: 
'Even if the Belgian government had wished to lower unemploynlent drastically 
... the option was foreclosed in a regional policy that predominantly relied 
on foreign and private rather than donlestic and public funds.'128 
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The document Renover et Agir, which Guy Spitaels introduced at the 1982 
Congress of the Belgian socialists, underlined this theme: the Belgian economy 
was very small, it was a transit economy, its public debt was so large that no 
industrial policy was possible.129 A similar analysis could have been made of 
Holland. Socialists in small, open economies facing the growing globalization 
of the world system increasingly accepted that they had to operate within 
powerful constraints. But was this a peculiarity of size and openness? In the 
age of interdependence, all Western European economies were open; none 
was large enough to rely on its own domestic market; all were forced to 
export. 

All West European socialists were always dependent on the strength and 
structure of their own capitalist state. As capital became less anchored to 
specific nation-states, socialists found themselves in difficulty. When in power, 
they faced constraints which forced them to moderate their ambitions. When 
in opposition, they lost credibility or had to adopt pro-market ideas to return 
to office. This predicament will become more evident as I turn to examine 
the situation in the larger European countries, looking, first of all, at the 
parallel histories of the Left in Britain and West Germany: the events leading 
to the historic defeat of the Labour Party in the I970S and the rise and fall 
of the Modell Deutschland of the SPD. 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

Germany and Britain: SPD and Labour 
in Power 

THE PRECEDING chapter illustrated the contrast between the 19705 and 
19808 in four small countries. At the risk of being over-schematic, this was 
the discernible trend: during the 197°8, there was a 'social-democratic' attempt 
to return to high productivity and maintain full employment through co~ 
operation with the trade unions and the utilization of the public sector to 
absorb labour; the underlying ideological assumption was that market failures 
had to be treated with a strong dose of political intervention. In the 19808 
politics moved in the opposite direction. Deregulation, privatization, the 
containment of public spending became the passwords. The ovetarching goal 
was the containment of inflation, with little regard for etTIployment. This 
swing of the pendulum correlated loosely with an effective shift in political 
power from left to right, except in Southern Europe (to be dealt with later). 
Thus, the Austrian socialists ruled on their own in the 1970s, but were 
forced into coalition in the 19805. The Belgian and Dutch socialists were in 
power for some of the crucial years in the 1970s, but were out of office for 
most of the 19805. In Sweden there appears to be a mismatch: the SAP was 
in opposition between 1976 and 1982, but the bourgeois coalition upheld the 
basic principles of the Swedish model; while the SAP, back in office after 
1982, was forced on to the defensive. A similar shift took place in Britain 
and Germany. 

In 1972 the SPD-FDP coalition government led by Willy Brandt was re
elected. The SPD increased its share of the vote and, for the only time in 
post-war history, overtook the CDU. In Britain the Labour Party was losing 
working-class votes, but the SPD was making inroads into the Catholic 
working-class vote, particularly in North-Rhine-Westphalia, the largest Land.1 

In Britain it looked at first as if the Conservative government led by 
Edward Heath, elected in 1970, was set to break with the post-war consensus 
by adopting an anti-interventionist policy. The country, declared John Davies, 
the secretary of state for trade, in a famous speech, needed to gear its 
policies to 'the great majority of people who are not lalne ducks, who are 
quite capable of looking after their own interests', and who did not live ~in 

a soft sodden lTIOraSS of subsidized incompetence'.2 Between June 1970 (when 
the Conservatives took over) and February 1972 - that is, \vell before the oil 
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crisis for which Arabs and other foreigners could be blamed - unemployment 
had increased from 600,000 to one million. The cause of this rise was probably 
the delayed effect of the deflationary policies of Roy Jenkins, the previous 
Labour chancellor of the exchequer, rather than the reduction in government 
aid to 'lame ducks'. Nevertheless, Edward Heath reacted in a way which later 
became unfashionable in Conservative circles: he became, in the words of an 
adviser, 'emotionally concerned with unemployment'.3 As a result, the govern
ment threw public money at the ailing Upper Clyde Shipbuilders, took over 
Rolls-Royce, marshalled an interventionist Industry Act through Parliament 
(1972.), and created the Manpower Services Commission, a tripartite body, 
under the 1973 Education and Training Act. This last measure should be 
seen - in retrospect - as one of the last 'socialist' acts passed by the House 
of Commons. To this I would add the egalitarian effects, in terms of earnings 
differentials, of Stages 2. and 3 of Heath's incomes policy. It looked as if the 
post-war consensus was unassailable. The Conservatives appeared to be 
unwilling to become the first government to renounce full employment. 

Understandably, they took interventionism seriously and believed that it 
had to be extended to the trade unions. These too would have to submit to 
regulation and accept wage restraint. The subsequent confrontation with the 
unions, especially with the National Union of Mineworkers, led to the 
downfall of the government. At the time, this was seen as a major victory 
for the Left and for the unions in particular. The Conservatives had fought 
the general election asking, 'Who runs the country, the unions or the govern
ment?' They were defeated by a narrow margin. Some have claimed that 
Heath's defeat at the polls 'represented the most spectacular single victory of 
labour over capital since the beginnings of working-class organization in 
Britain ... the only time in modern European history that an econOlnic 
strike has precipitated the political collapse of a government'.4 

Yet the defeat of the Conservatives did not mark a significant Labour 
advance. Though the Tories polled a dismal 37.9 per cent in the first election 
of 1974, they still remained ahead of Labour by 0.7 per cent; only the vagaries 
of the British electoral system gave Wilson a plurality of seats and enabled 
hin1 to forn1 a minority government. Wilson had been helped by the uncalled 
for, but unrejected, support of the anti-European nationalist Tory, Enoch 
Powell, who urged like-minded people to vote for Labour on anti4EEC 
grounds, rather than for the Europhile Heath. Later that year, in the October 
election, Labour moved ahead of the Conservatives (39.2. to 35.8 per cent -
the Tories' worst result up to that time), but was condemned to run the 
country with a tiny majority of seats rapidly reduced to naught by a string 
of by-election defeats. In March 1976, Harold Wilson, weary of power, 
resigned. For reasons not related to Wilson's resignation, there was a run on 
the pound. The Parliamentary Labour Party was faced with the task of 
selecting the new prime minister. Jim Callaghan, a shrewd but visionless 
product of conservative Labourism, prevailed over the ineffectual Michael 
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Foot, still the darling of the Left and the antithesis of Callaghan (plenty of 
vision and no cunning). Over the succeeding months, the new prime minister 
tackled, not unsuccessfully, difficult negotiations with the International Monet
ary Fund (IMF) , whose politics was not favourable to the Labour Party. 
However, it was in the battle against its putative allies, the trade unions, that 
Callaghan and his government met their nemesis. 

Only much later did it become apparent that in vanquishing Heath and 
his followers, and then irreversibly damaging the Labour government of 
Callaghan, the unions had been instrumental in promoting the ascendancy of 
a new breed of Conservatives. The chief lesson the new Thatcher government 
drew from all this was that a successful anti-inflation policy could not rely 
on co-operation with the unions. 

The incoming Labour administration of 1974-79 continued the employ
ment policies of its Conservative predecessor. It expanded job creation 
schemes, rescued ailing firms, extended training programmes. These policies, 
however, were implemented in conjunction with a pro-cyclical strategy of 
cuts in public spending. 

There is a substantial similarity in the manner in which these contradictory 
policies creating jobs and training for jobs, while deflating the economy to 
contain inflation - were pursued in Britain and Germany. Economists had 
hitherto assumed that inflation and unemployment could not simultaneously 
increase. Politicians faced with both maladies used traditional remedies for 
both, having wrongly assumed that stagflation was impossible. Strategic 
coherence was never achieved: industrial policies aimed at training people 
co-existed with budgetary policies which eliminated jobs. 

In Britain, Labour hoped that the unions would follow the example of 
their German counterparts and exercise restraint in wage negotiations. This 
'social contract', as it was called, was reasonably successful at first. In 1976 
a run on the pound triggered by balance of payments problems and the 
perception of an excessively large budget deficit led to massive cuts in public 
spending and the abandonment of full employment. The social contract was 
in tatters by the time the 1978-79 strikes paved the way for the victory of 
Margaret Thatcher's New Model Conservative Party and the radical neo
liberal experio1ent of the 19805. 

The acknowledged turning-point in Labour's economic policy occurred in 
1976 when a run on sterling led to heavy borrowing from the IMF The 
loans required the government to cut public spending. In a situation of 
mounting unemployment, Labour ministers had to explain that deflation was 
the way forward. I<eynesian orthodoxy, still Labour's main econoolic doctrine, 
dictated the opposite remedy, but only on the assumption that the principal 
enemy was unemployment and not inflation, and that the effects of reflation 
would not be excessively deleterious to the balance of payments. This doctrine 
had increasingly come under fire after it became evident that it was unable 
to cure stagflation. Monetarism was becoming fashionable. It was easy to 
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grasp, did not involve a confrontation with the unions, put the blame on 
something impersonal and 'commonsensical' (,there is too much money 
around, that's why there is inflation'). Journalists, rather than academics (who 
are hardly ever read by busy politicians), were the main proponents of the 
new gospel: the most influential were Peter Jay of The Times and Samuel 
Brittan of the Financial Times. 5 

I(eynesianism was formally abandoned by Labour's prime minister, 
Callaghan, when, in a famous (or infamous) speech, he told the Labour Party 
Conference gathered at Blackpool on the morning of 2.8 September 1976: 

The cosy world we were told would go on for ever, where full employment would 
be guaranteed by a stroke of the Chancellor's pen, cutting taxes, deficit spending 

that cosy world is gone ... what is the cause of unemployment? Quite simply 
and unequivocally it is caused by paying ourselves more than the value of what 
we produce. There are no scapegoats ... We used to think that you could spend 
your way out of a recession and increase employment by cutting taxes and boost
ing Government spending. I tell you in all candour that that option no longer 
exists.6 

Callaghan may have made this speech with the intention of establishing his 
credentials of financial rectitude with foreign bankers and the Americans~ 
rather than to signify a major departure from long-standing policies.7 Never
theless, in the words of one of his closest advisers, Bernard Donoughue, 
'The broad policies which are now characterized as "Thatcherism", together 
with the now familiar language, were in fact launched in primitive form at 
Mr. Callaghan in I 976 from the Treasury, from the Bank, and, above all from 
the IMF and sections of the US Treasury.'s There was one fundamental 
difference between Thatcherism and Callaghan's policies: the latter, while 
cutting public spending and creating more unemployment, was still pursuing 
the (I<eynesian) policy of containing wages through a compact with the 
unions. 

Callaghan's speech had been written by his son-in~law, the economic 
journalist Peter Jay, who in the columns of The Times and elsewhere had been 
one of the most vociferous exponents of the new 'monetarist' doctrine.9 The 
voice of the Left, led by Michael Foot and Tony Benn, and hence of that of 
the New Cambridge School and radical economists like Stuart Holland, was 
heard less and less. The fundamental reason why this happened is that the 
left-wingets had little support in the country at large, in the trade union 
movement, among Labour MPs, or in the media. They were substantially 
defeated when they fought a rearguard action against membership of the 
European Economic Community, even after Wilson had renegotiated the 
terms of entry. This useless battle, which ended in a rout for the Labour Left 
when a convincing majority of the electorate backed membership in a referen
dum, engaged much of their time and emotions. From 1975 (the EEe 
referendum) through to April 1976 (Callaghan's election in place of Wilson) 
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and the end of 1976 (the negotiations with the IMF), the Labour Left lost 
all the battles they fought. For the remainder of the life of the government, 
they remained a marginal force. 

In March 1977 the government lost its majority and was forced to make 
a tactical pact with the Liberals. The Labour cabinet had to listen to the 
views of Liberal MPs to ensure that they would not bring the government 
down. They did not need to do the same with the more numerous left-wing 
Labour MPs who were, in practice, unable to use their strength to blackmail 
the government. As for the Labour Party, its Conference and its National 
Executive Committee, they were ignored by the government for the entire 
period. In 1976, the NEC published a Labour Party programme quite at 
odds with the government. The nefarious words 'incomes policy' (or their 
equivalent) never appeared, even though controlling incomes was the keystone 
of the government's strategy.lO This extraordinary split between party and 
government, quite unparalleled anywhere else in Europe, would be at the 
root of much of the internal strife within the Labour Party when it returned 
to opposition. 

For years the Labour Left had been discontented with I(eynesianism, 
correctly considered to be the ideology of right-wing social democrats such 
as Crosland. 11 But when the tocsin of I<eynesianism rang throughout Europe, 
it was to herald the advent of so-called monetarism, not the surge of a new 
radical economics. Though I(eynesianism was still upheld in Britain by 
distinguished economists who had been advising Labour for years, such as 
Nicholas I(aldor and members of the New Cambridge School (Wynne Godley, 
Francis Cripps and others), and by a majority of academics, in the higher 
reaches of government it had fewer adherents than in the past. Bernard 
Donoughue, head of the Policy Unit at 10 Downing Street, who advised 
Harold Wilson and James Callaghan, had reached the conclusion that I(eynes
ianism \vas irrelevant to the modern world. 12 Denis Healey, chancellor of the 
exchequer from 1974, had stopped considering himself a I(eynesian as early 

as 1975. 13 

No similar U~turn occurred in Germany. Historically, J<eynesian fine-tuning 
had had few proponents apart from I<arl Schiller in 1966-67. The German 
'doctrine' equivalent to Britain)s I<eynesianism was the so-called social market 
principle, which was never a technique of economic management, but rather 
a statement of principles to which everyone subscribed. The main obstacle 
to strict I<eynesianism was the independence of the Bundesbank and its 
statutory comtnitment to an anti-inflationary strategy. This independence from 
the national government grew in parallel with global interdependence: after 
the end of the fixed exchange rate regime (the Bretton Woods system), the 
growing importance of the Deutschmark as the pivot of currencies 
entailed a much increased role for the bank. 

Germany's powerful economic machine enabled its decision-makers to 
withstand some of the negative effects of its own dependence on the global 
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economy. The British government was not in this privileged situation. It was 
hemmed in by circumstances it could not control. Its export record was 
deteriorating. Foreigners still held large sterling balances, and were ready to 
shift them at short notice and subject the country to unpredictable and often 
not very rational exchange rate pressures. Internally, the government had to 
settle the miners' dispute largely on the expensive terms dictated by the 
NUM. It had to face the build-up of union wage claims which had accumu
lated under Heath's pay policies. Finally, as in Ration marched on, it had to 
meet the larger bills caused by the triggering of the inflation-related threshold 
agreements made by the previous administration. Threshold agreements had 
been devised by the Conservatives before the oil crisis made inflation a 
virtual certainty. These agreements, automatically triggered as inflation in
creased, more than cushioned workers against price rises, They were the 
principal reason why Britain's inflation was markedly higher than that of its 
competitors in Europe and elsewhere,14 Unions did not moderate their wage 
demands while inflation escalated into double figures. Labour leaders accused 
the unions of not keeping their side of the social contract,15 The defeat of 
Heath by the NUM had so marked British politics that Wilson was determined 
to avoid anything remotely resembling a statutory incomes policy.16 Yet 'the 
markets', the equivalent of the capricious and unpredictable Homeric Gods 
in Labour Party folklore, had been taught (by Labour leaders as much as 
anyone else) that an incomes policy was necessary to resolve the problems 
of the British economy. As Wilson wrote of the situation in July 1975: 'The 
Treasury ... was utterly depressed, and when depressed it tends to go fetishist. 
Their fetish on this occasion ... reflected international market demands for 
statutory controls over pay.'17 

The event that highlighted the extent of Britain's dependency on the global 
economy, however, was the so-called IMF crisis of 1976. This started in 
March 1976 with a run on the pound, precipitated by the perception of the 
markets that the government itself thought the currency was overvalued, 
Healey blamed the Bank of England. 18 Soole commentators, who agree that 
there were no real economic reasons for the major speculative attacks on 
sterling in 1976, blamed the government for not having a coherent policy 
towards the exchange rate, thus forcing the markets to second-guess it. 19 

Britain's massive inflation had contributed to a marked international lack 
of confidence in Labour's conduct of the British econonly. Respected financial 
journals such as the !Pall Street journal and The Economist published leading 
articles in which the country was described as condemned to economic 
degeneration and heading towards a regime which would confiscate all 
wealth. 20 By July, sterling had depreciated by 12 per cent. An inter.national 
rescue package, backed by Germany and the USA, was put together. Exacting 
conditions were attached to this short-term credit, designed to give the 
government a breathing space. The government was to cut public spending 
to reduce its inflationary deficit, Should it be unable to repay the loan by 
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December 1976, it would have to go to the IMP for further assistance. In 
practice, Britain had accepted that its economic policy would have to be 
approved by the IMF. 

The painful debates which divided the Labour cabinet, and which figure 
prominently in the memoirs of the participants, concentrated on a key issue: 
whether or not the government should cut public spending to meet the 
conditions demanded by foreign lenders in order to placate the foreign 
exchange markets.21 Whether or not public expenditure cuts were necessary 
to resolve the problems of the 'real' economy, was, in these circumstances, 
?f secondary importance if one held the view that the markets had to be 
satisfied. According to this logic, the main reason for deflating was to obtain 
the approval of the IMF, which in turn was required in order to convince 
'the markets' that the British economy was sound. This was the basis of 
Denis Healey's position. 

The extent of the cuts inevitably depended on the Treasury's forecast of 
the size of the public sector borrowing requirement (the PSBR). This was 
grossly exaggerated. Britain did not need to borrow as much as was thought. 
Later, in his memoirs, having noted that the PSBR forecast is always wrong,22 
Healey wrote: 

The whole affair was unnecessary. The T.reasury had grossly overestimated the 
PSBR, which would have fallen within the IMF's limits without any of the 
measures they prescribed. Later figures showed that we also managed to eliminate 
our current account deficit in 1977, before the IMF package had had time to 
influence it. 23 

Within the cabinet the old I<eynesian social democrats, for whom public 
spending was the essence of Labourism, were the most outspoken against 
the cuts. They were led by Crosland, initially supported by Harold Lever, 
Shirley Williams and, later, Roy Hattersley. Crosland, who had written in The 
Fit/tire of Socialism that the problem of unen1ployment had been solved,24 
argued, quite justifiably, that to deflate in a situation of mounting unemploy
ment was unnecessary. Ten years previously, virtually to the day, Richard 
Crossman had backed Crosland on a similar point of policy, stating: 'We 
came into office as socialists and the essence of socialist policy is a shift 
from private to public expenditure.,25 Crosland accepted that the IMF loans 
were needed to satisfy the markets, but he suggested that if the IMF persisted 
in demanding onerous conditions, Britain could threaten to recall troops 
from Germany or Cyprus, introduce a siege economy, and withdraw from 
the EEC. Alternatively, he added, the government could satisfy the require
ment to lop one billion pounds off the PSBR by selling the government's 
Burmah Oil shares and imposing import deposits.26 As Tony Benn recollected, 
Crosland considered the proposed deflation 'wrong economically and socially, 
destructive of what he had believed in all his life',27 

Thus there was the basis for an alliance between the old 'revisionist' 
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rught, the Left of Tony Benn and Michael Foot, and the 'little Englander' 
Peter Shore, an advocate of import controls. Benn~s position was well~known 
to the cabinet. Like Crosland, he was against deflation. For months he had 
been advocating the imposition of import controls, now part and parcel of 
that 'Alternative Economic Strategy' which would give a policy platform to 
the Labour Left in opposition.28 Reflation, not deflation, was the answer, but 
it would have to be protected by import controls and backed by an industrial 
policy. The entente with the unions was the only guarantee against large pay 
claims.29 Like Crosland, Benn was not above blackmailing the IMP: if you try 
to force us to deflate, we shall have to take protectionist measures which are 
anathema to Washington. Those who argued against these views stressed 
how weak the British economy was, how dependent on the goodwill of 
others, how reliant on trade, how constrained by a multiplicity of international 
agreements such as GAIT and the EEC. After a lengthy discussion, minutely 
recounted in Benn's diaries, Callaghan threw his weight behind Healey. This 
move was decisive.30 Had he been outvoted, he would have resigned. As 
Tony Crosland said, 'If it became known ... that Jim had been defeated by 
Cabinet, it would be murder. He is our strongest card ... we cannot afford 
not to support the Prime Minister.'31 There would have been an election 
which Labour was bound to lose. An incoming Conservative government 
would have wielded the deflationary axe with far greater energy than Labour. 
The decision to deflate in order to satisfy the conditions of the IMF was 
accepted by a majority of ministers. Healeis crucial argument was that, 
although Crosland was right to hold the view that the situation was already 
under control and the loans were not necessary, 'the markets would not 
believe it'.32 

This epic saga - later ensconced in Labour Party mythology as the day 
international capitalism destroyed the Labour government developed be
cause of the overwhelming importance of satisfying 'the markets'. Healey 
also blamed the Treasury's substandard economic forecasting: 

In practice ... we could have done without the IMF loan only if we - and the 
world had known the real facts at the time. But in 1976 our forecasts were far 
too pessimistic, and we were still describing our public expenditure in a way which 
was immensely damaging to our standing in the financial markets.33 

He also further pointed the finger at the young men (as they overwhelmingly 
were) who sold sterling short because they were influenced by young 'scrib
blers' i.e. financial journalists writing in the sort of internal bulletins which 
circulate in the City who had come to rely on two or three principles of 
monetarist economics as if they were the ten commandments: deficits cause 
inflation; hence, the minute you saw one, you sold sterling. 34 In the good old 
days of Bretton Woods, this could not have occurred so easily. 

For the Labour Left the chief bugbear was the IMF itself, an impersonal 
bureaucracy staffed by enemies of the people who had already imposed 



GERMANY AND BRITAIN 

swingeing and disastrous deflationary policies on many Third World countries 
such as Chile. It was in part because strict conditions had been imposed 
upon countries poorer than Britain that IMF functionaries were reluctant to 
be lenient. The IMF, in any case, had no funds of its own. Its function was 
to arrange multilateral loans. The actual money came from the central banks 
of the so-called Group of Ten, though in practice the cash was mainly 
German and American. 

Was the Labour government a victim of the anti-socialist reaction of 
antipathetic foreign governments? In the USA there was a Republican 
adnlinistration, but President Ford was James Callaghan'S great friend -
according to Callaghan. Nevertheless, Ford was unable (or unwilling) to get 
the US Treasury to consent to a rescue plan prior to completion of the 
negotiations with the IMP. He would have had to face the opposition of the 
three men in charge of the American side of the loan: the Secretary of the 
Treasury, William Simon, a former bond dealer; his number two, Stephen 
Yeo, a former Pittsburg banker; and Arthur Burns, chairman of the Federal 
Reserve Bank and a self-confessed 'neanderthal conservative'. When Callaghan 
and Healey met Simon and Yeo, they found them unbelievably right-wing, 
'ready to fall off the edge'.35 On the German side, Helmut Schmidt was, of 
course, a social democrat generally sympathetic to Callaghan'S conservative 
brand of socialism, but his hands were tied by his government and, even 
more, by the Bundesbank.36 

The most conventional socialist interpretation of the crisis turned out to 
be close to the truth: 'international capitalism will always work against the 
best interests of socialist governments.' The Labour government was con
strained by capitalism, that is, by market forces. This had always been true 
domestically. But in the I960s, and even more so in the 1970s, after the end 
of fixed exchange rates, this had become true of the international markets as 
well. This dependency affected Britain more than other European countries 
because of the existence of large sterling balances which Labour tried, 
unsuccessfully, to eliminate. Nevertheless, the fundamentals of the situation 
were similar for most countries. There were three possible strategies. The 
first consisted in putting up the shutters, withdrawing into a siege economy 
and constructing socialism in one country, withstanding the inevitable retali
ation of other countries against British goods, explaining to the electorate 
that the consequent massive reduction in their standard of living and the 
range of the goods at their disposal might last for a decade or two, and ... 
winning the next election. The second consisted in declaring that national 
sovereignty had ceased to exist, that economically domestic politics were an 
irrelevancy, and that only transnational political organizations the EEC, the 
UN, or whatever would be able to control the international markets. The 
third option was to muddle through pragmatically - an option which had 
served Labour reasonably well in the past and which, it was hoped, would 
continue to serve it in the future. 
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This pessimism would have appeared unfounded to the German social 
democrats. They did not doubt that they were in charge of their economy. 
While Britain and other countries were suffering under the impact of the 
first oil shock, Germany seemed to have weathered the storm remarkably 
well. In alliance with the Liberal FDP, the SPD was in charge of a government 
which appeared to succeed in out-performing its main competitors in terms 
of inflation rates and balance of payments. Understandably, the SPD claimed 
that it had discovered the secret of economic management. Its national 
solution to national problems could be used by other countries. Miracles 
could be exported. The slogan of Modell Dc/ttschland was born. 

The contrast with Britain could not be more profound. While between 
1973 and 1979 German inflation averaged 4.7 per cent, less than half the 
OEeD European average (11.9 per cent), that of Britain hovered at a 
spectacular 15.6 per cent. The difference in inflation was eventually seen to 
matter more than anything else. Modell Deutschland turned out to be about 
keeping inflation down. 

It was generally held that Britain was in the throes of a long-term, quasi
terminal decline, compounded by intractable industrial conflicts. The term 
'the British disease' became widely used in Northern Europe. It usually meant 
that British trade unions were too militant. British strike rates, it is true, were 
higher than those of Germany, Sweden and Austria, hut were comparable or 
inferior to those of Italy, the USA and Canada. A modified version of this 
diagnosis identified the source of infection not in unions alone, but in 
restrictive policies imposed by powerful producer groups, including the unions. 
Whatever the real causes, in Britain it was generally accepted that the economy 
was unhealthy and that the infection had to be isolated and eliminated. The 
enduring conflict between I<eynesian and monetarist economists tends to 
obscure the near-universal consensus which united the leadership of all three 
parties: British wages were held to be too high. As they were, in fact, much 
lower those in the USA, Canada, Sweden and Germany (1975), the problem 
was more likely to be one of productivity or bad management, or both. 
Moreover, the obvious area in which Britain was spendthrift was on defence, 
where it outspent not only the 'losers' of the Second World War, Japan and 
Germany, but also the French.37 

This assumption of high wages was not new in British politics, and was 
not caused by the oil shock or the end of fixed exchange rates. As chapter 
I; has shown, the Labour governments of 1964-70 also believed that wages 
were too high and that the unions would have to be cajoled or convinced, 
or perhaps even forced, to do something about it. The subsequent wave of 
ferocious anti-trade union legislation, unparalleled in Europe, which the 
Thatcher governments introduced, thus have an origin and justification in 
the consensus of the 19608 and 1970s. The distinguishing feature of the 
Thatcherite solution, not a trivial one, was that unions need not be convinced 
or cajoled. They could be legislated into subjection. 
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The evolution of Labour's pay policy was mainly reactive. The party had 
won the elections in 1974 on the basis that it would be able to deal with the 
trade unions. The 1973 programme carefully refrained from making any 
reference at all to wage restraint, while promising to control prices.38 But no 
one could be in any doubt: the Sodal Contract would create the 'right' 
climate of opinion - that is, one in which unions would consider the wider 
political and economic implications of their pay claims. Labour would fulfil 
its manifesto pledges, especially those concerning the removal of the anti
trade union legislation of the Heath government. In exchange, the unions 
would moderate their wage demands. 

Moderation was never numerically defined. Nevertheless, the pace of wage 
negotiation in 1974-75 - especially when added to the cumulative effects of 
threshold agreements ~ was unmistakably inflationary. The unions had not 
kept their side of the contract, while the Labour government was busy 
fulfilling its pledges. This led to the delineation of a much clearer incomes 
policy, although the term, so distasteful to unions, was not used at first. 

This pay policy was articulated in four stages, each devised towards the 
end of the preceding one. In other words, the policy was totally unplanned. 
The first three stages were largely successful, in the sense that, by and large, 
wages followed the stipulated limits. Whether they were the most important 
cause of the reduction of inflation from 26 to 8 per cent, between 1975 and 
1979, depends on one's theory of the causes of inflation. The policy was 
certainly successful in containing pay in the public sector. Unemployment, 
which grew apace with the various stages of the incomes policy, was 
probably at the root of wage containment in the private sector.39 It is 
symptomatic of the extent of the perceived failure of the fourth and last 
stage of the policy, which led to the infamous 'winter of discontent' (1978-
79), that the general view was that Labour could not control the unions, and 
the entire strategy had been an unmitigated disaster. A brief look at the 
evidence disproves this negative opinion, which has been reinforced not 
only by subsequent Conservative propaganda - as was only to be expected, 
given that a disregard for evidence is common practice in politics - but also 
by the reluctance of successive Labour Party and trade union leaders to put 
the record straight. 

Stage I of the policy Guly 1975-July 1976) set the permitted increase at 
the flat rate of £6 a week for all those earning under £8,500. This was the 
brainchild of Jack Jones, the TGWU general secretary and one of the out
standing British trade unionists of the post-war period. His role in ensuring 
acceptance of this redistributive policy can hardly be overestimated.40 A flat
rate increase completely contravened the practice of British trade unionists, 
with their longstanding commitment to collective bargaining and pay dif
ferentials. This explains why there was no enthusiasm for it in TUC circles,41 
and why it encountered the outspoken opposition of the Labour Left as well 
as of the Con1illunist Party which, for all its dedication to the idea of planning, 
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was deeply laissei::laire when it came to industrial relations. Bert Ramelson, 
who as national industrial organizer of the Communist Party carried in
fluence with trade unionists, criticized the policy because it was bound 'to 
lead to a distortion of accepted differentials ... It is a policy of redistribution 
not between the workers and the bosses, but within the working class, the 
better-off workers, instead of the bosses, paying for improving the lot of the 
worse off,'42 Even Alan Fisher, leader of the public employees, one of the 
groups of workers which would benefit the most from the flat-rate policy, at 
first opposed it, 

Eventually, the unions bought the policy, partly because they genuinely 
wanted to help the Labour government, partly because it was supposed to 
be a temporary measure, and partly because it was not statutory. Stage 2. of 
the policy (August 1976-July 1977) involved a milder forn1 of redistribution: 
a general 5 per cent increase up to a maximum of £4 a week, except for the 
lower paid, who obtained a flat £2..50 per week. This stage too was strictly 
observed by the unions. The TUC officially rejected Stage 3, set at 10 per 
cent, with the ambiguous formula 'we are not party to it', pointing out that 
large catching-up increases would be 'self-defeating'.43 In practice, most 
workers settled within the guidelines, By then, inflation had fallen to 8 per 
cent. Healey later claimed that 'this achievement was due above all to our 
pay policy', as if inflation were not also abating throughout Europe.44 

Stage 4 Ouly 1978) set a target of 5 per cent. This was unrealistic, because 
the economy was recovering and the sense of urgency which had inspired 
the unions to do what the government wanted was no longer there. Unwilling 
to impose sanctions on trade unionists, the government thought it could 
impose them on those employers who breached the guidelines, by blacklisting 
them and denying them public contracts or subsidies. In November 1978, 
after a long strike, the engineering unions obtained 16.5 per cent from Ford, 
The government blacklisted the company in what proved to be a test case.45 

In the Commons Labour left-wingers joined the Conservatives to defeat the 
government. It was this, rather than the far better known and more widely 
remembered public sector strikes of that winter, which effectively destroyed 
the Social Contract and, with it, the government's credibility. According to 
Healey: 

The Winter of Discontent was not caused by the frustration of ordinary workers 
after a long period of wage restraint. It was caused by institutional pressures from 
local trade union activists who had found their roles severely limited by three 
years of incomes policies agreed by their nationalleaders.46 

A series of politically explosive, but economically insignificant, strikes ensued 
in the public service sector - fewer days were lost in strikes in the year of 
the 'winter of discontent' than the average under the previous Conservative 
government.47 The government resisted with an intransigence which it later 
came to regret. It caved in only to the BBC, whose differentials with the 
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private sector had become excessive.48 The government could risk everything 
except depriving the British public of their Christmas television. 

As uncollected refuse accumulated in London parks and appeared on 
television screens, or as, in one instance, grave-diggers refused to bury the 
dead - one of the most offensive strikes in trade union history a widely 
shared sense of outrage against the unions pervaded the electorate. In March 
1979, having lost a vote of confidence in the Commons, Labour was forced 
to call an election. The Conservative Party was returned with a massive 
majority. The Thatcher era had begun. 

The unions had resisted a permanent pay policy while accepting, in 
practice, the end of full employment. They had failed to recognize that 
unemployment is the strongest instrument for the containment of wages. As 
Thomas Balogh explained, full employment causes a continuous rise in prices 
which causes discontent and leads everyone to increase the price of their 
labour: 'It is this conflict of everyone against all whose growing bitterness 
undermines the social basis of any full employment policy that is not but
tressed by an incomes policy.'49 

The assumptions on which the Social Contract was based belonged to the 
golden age of capitalism, to the era of full employment and regular growth. 
Those on the Left who wanted to defend 'free' collective bargaining (in the 
trade union sense of bargaining unrestricted by regulation), and full employ
ment (even in the narrow sense of the full employment of trade union 
members), lived in a world which no longer existed. This is why they failed. 
Thatcher regulated industrial relations to the advantage of employers and 
reinstituted, in this context, 'free' collective bargaining, in the shadow of 
millions of unemployed. The government used its powers as an employer to 
control wage increases in the public sector. 

As the 1980s proceeded incomes policy became a near-irrelevancy. In 
continental Europe, it became less important because unions lost power as 
unemployment grew. That was true in Britain too. In addition, wage restraint 
was rejected by the Conservatives because it was too interventionist, by the 
unions because it broke with free collective bargaining, and by the Labour 
Party because it had failed. 

The unemployment-induced weakness of the unions, especially the British 
unions, was further compounded by the industrial relations effect of the 
technological revolution, based on electronics and the 'microchip'. One of 
the chief characteristics of British unionism was the enduring strength of its 
craft-based ethos and the insistence on clear demarcation lines between jobs 
and their pay differentials. This went against the grain of the microchip 
technological revolution, which constantly reclassified skills, eliminating de
marcation and jobs, particularly in electronically based sectors such as the 
new printing industry. Unions found themselves in an impossible situation. 
If they resisted change, they forced firms out of business. If they accepted 
flexibility, they also had to accept the consequent replacement of labour with 
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capital. The highly skilled workers remaining in employment would derive 
considerable benefits, but those made redundant would become unemployable. 
All European unions suffered, but the British more than most, partly because 
of their structure and partly because of the low priority they gave to 
negotiating issues other than wages.50 The Social Contract contributed power
fully to reinforcing the idea that industrial relations and trade unions were 
essentially about wages. 

In the 1980s one of the criticisms levelled at the Social Contract was that 
it was yet another instance of the corporatist mentality of the times. Yet the 
opposite was the case. A true corporatist contract would have involved the 
CBI at all levels, but the CBl was hardly ever included in negotiations and 
had even less power to deliver the employers' side of the bargain than the 
trade unions had to deliver theirs. A stronger CBI, more closely integrated 
into decision-making, might have increased its prestige among employers and 
induced among them a more consensual mood than the rapid anti-trade 
unionism and the unreconstructed economic liberalism which prevailed. 

A form of corporatism closer to real tripartism had been operating in 
Germany, By the time the second oil shock made itself felt (1981-82), there 
was substantial agreement in the political establishment on the chief economic 
problems facing the country: energy had become too costly, therefore energy
saving measures should be urgently promoted; wages were too high and 
should be contained; public spending was excessive and should be curbed. 51 

Germany was falling into line with the rest of Europe. 
Until then, however, the German model was seen as successful and 

eminently exportable. Modell Detttschland appeared to be the invention and the 
result of social democracy in power, and was heralded as such by Helmut 
Schmidt himself. The idea of a model is, after all, part and parcel of the 
vocabulary of the Left. Socialists and communists always maintained that 
national capitalisms were sufficiently similar to each other, socialist goals So 

convergent, principles so alike, that a relatively uniform model of political 
management was both thinkable and achievable. Furthermore, the differences 
between Britain and Germany, though not inconsequential (see, in particular, 
the institutional and constitutional differences examined in chapter II), could 
not overwhelm the considerable similarities: both countries had large, well
established socialist parties, and were comparable in size, population and 
economic structure. 

What was Modell Deutschland? Was it successful? Could socialists in Britain 
or in any other country adopt or adapt it? The existing literature suggests 
that the model possessed three distinguishing features: an industrial polif] aimed 
at managing the decline of old industries and the promotion of new, high 
technology, knowledge-based industries; a social policy aimed at ensuring that 
this transition would not have negative social effects; and a corporatist policy 
aimed at achieving a consensual outlook between employers and trade 
unions. 52 Some authors also add to the list of constituent features of the 
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German model the federal system and constitution, the independent central 
bank, the system of industrial democracy.s3 These additions, however, mean 
that the model is equated with the entire political and economic system of 
the country. 

The most significant innovation introduced by the SPD was the industrial 
policy. The social and corporatist policies were already in existence. There 
was an industrial policy prior to 1970, but it involved the banking system 
rather than the government. While British banks neither encouraged nor 
participated in industrial restructuring, in Germany banks were well repres
ented on the boards of export companies, which tended to be the most 
powerful German firms. There was substantial interlocking between firms 
operating in the export sectors, their suppliers and their banks. Traditionally, 
British banks provided finance to industry against existing assets, German 
banks against future prospects. In fairness, it should be said that British 
banks have often insisted that the differences with Germany are not very 
significant. 54 Nevertheless, there is little doubt that German banks had a 
greater stake in the direction of the economy as a whole than their British 
counterparts (v.rho were more involved abroad). Thus, in Germany there was 
substantial 'planning' or concerted action, but it was achieved by the com
mercial banks in conjunction with private manufacturers.55 The state and 
hence the government hovered in the background. 

The co~ordination achieved in Germany between the financial and the 
manufacturing sectors produced an organizational framework in which the 
Bundesbank, the trade unions and the government could participate. Everyone 
had a role. Economic losers and winners were identified. Banks lent money. 
Trade unions moderated wage claims. The Bundesbank kept the Deutschmark 
both stable and undervalued, thus helping exports. The government played 
its part by holding high the free trade banner in all international institutions. 
The German chancellor kept in touch with industrialists and trade unionists, 
bankers and research institutes. Priorities were established, announced openly, 
and specific policies formulated and implemented to deal with them, whether 
through tax concessions or by favouring mergers. This was 'organized capital
isnl' at its best. 

The widespread consensus should not disguise the fact that the ruling 
coalition was divided. The FDP insisted that industrial investment, in the 
final analysis, should be left to the market, and that the supportive role of 
the state would have to take the form of tax reductions and hence of cuts 
in the growth rate of public expenditure. The SPD believed that investments 
were too important to be left entirely to the capitalists. They envisaged that 
the state would play a broadly supportive role by using public spending, 
developing its industrial policy, overseeing training programmes, targeting, 
through the Research and Technology Ministry, the development of key export 
sectors such as microelectronics, telecommunications and energy technology. 56 

The SPD embraced what one may call a 'state-modernization' strategy. In 
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this context modernization has two meanings. First it can mean 'catching up' 
with 'more advanced countries', This involves some clear assumptions: strat
egies may vary, but the goal is the same - namely, to achieve the 'correct' 
(i.e. 'modern') mix between the three basic sectors of the economy (extractive! 
primary, manufacturing and service). Countries pursuing this pattern of 
modernization in reality treat the more advanced countries teleologically, as 
a model, the representation of their Own future. The 'advanced countries', in 
turn, possess de facto hegemony: by being recognized as 'modern', they set 
the agenda for the development of others. 

The second meaning of modernization, the one applicable to the German 
(and the Swedish) experience, involves adapting the existing set-up to the 
predicted one. Industries which are no longer competitive must be thoroughly 
reshaped or, more commonly, allowed to decline according to a plan. Winners 
must be identified and supported as and where appropriate. Modernization 
can occur 'spontaneously', in the sense that it is not the result of a specific 
policy of modernization, but rather the outcome of capitalist development 
itself ~ for instance, when low-productivity firms close down, markets collapse 
and new firms emerge, or are reorganized to respond to technological 
developments and the advent of new markets. 

A 'state-modernization' strategy occurs when the political authorities 
estimate that it is not sufficient to create the conditions for economic 
restructuring through macro-economic intervention (aggregate demand, in
terest rates, budgetary policies), but believe that the state must take an active 
role in the promotion of high-flying sectors and the 'soft-landing' of declining 
ones. Gentle euthanasia for old industries and active midwifery for new ones 
are the twin pillars of the social-democratic strategy of state modernization. 
Was this the strategy of the SPD in power? To answer this, it is opportune 
to distinguish between the government's role vis~d-vis ailing industries - which 
was considerable - and its contribution to the development of new sectors, 
which was less prominent. 

The steel industry can be used as an example of a declining sector, both 
because the structural crisis which struck it was particularly serious and 
because it affected all European countries. 57 In Germany this industry was 
concentrated in two regions: the Ruhr and the Saar. The crisis in the Saar 
was worse: by 1977 the two main producers, Roechling Burbach and Neun
kircher Eisenwerke, faced bankruptcy. None of the main political or econolnic 
protagonists of German society could remain indifferent: it involved the 
government, and hence the social democrats and the Liberals, the largest 
trade union, IG Metall, the CDU which controlled the government of the 
Saar, and the banks implicated in the two stricken companies and represented 
on their supervisory boards. It was this interlocking of interests - rather than 
a social-democratic policy - which made possible the 'crisis cartel' to engineer 
the takeover of the Saar steel firms by the Luxemburg steel firm Arbed. The 
two firms were temporarily saved. The unions obtained federal government 
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guarantees that a core of employed workers would be protected, and that 
adequate redundancy payments would be paid to the unemployed workers. 
Arbed obtained massive federal aid. The Saar was granted special regional 
aid. 

These efforts were not entirely successful. In 1982 the newly established 
Saar steel firm, Arbed Saarstahl, was again On the verge of bankruptcy. This 
time the CD U was the main partner in the federal coalition. A second crisis 
cartel was set up and more aid directed to the Saar. The restructuring of the 
German steel industry was achieved at the cost of massive unemployment: 
12 per cent in the Saar alone. Nevertheless, in comparative perspective, this 
is far from being a story of abject failure. The crisis of the European steel 
industry did not spare any country and Germany came out of it better than 
most. The Saar had been treated as a special case by an incoming centre
right administration committed to a reduction in state intervention in the 
economy. A line of continuity had emerged with the previous government. 
All political parties were committed to prolonging the life of Modell Deutschland 
for as long as possible. 

This system of crisis managenlent was Inade possible by the way German 
capitalism itself was organized. The federal government itself has a modest 
involvement in industrial policy; its principal role, at both central and local 
level, apart from subsidizing ailing sectors, 'has been in factor creation, 
especially in education and science and technology'. 58 This suggests that the 
state-modernization strategy was not an option that any socialist government 
could adopt whenever it chose (by 'importing' it as a model). It could be 
employed only within a specific political and economic context. It was not 
a strategy any incoming Labour government could activate upon entering 10 
Downing Street, unless specific institutional reforms were first implemented. 

In an effort to devise a new industrial strategy, these themes were explored 
between 1970 and 1974 by the Labour Party, then in opposition. \X1ork in 
sub~committees proceeded speedily, but usually without much input from 
the senior leaders of the party, Harold Wilson, Jim Callaghan, Roy Jenkins 
and Tony Crosland. Neither the experience nor the co-operation of the leading 
trade unionists of the 19705, Hugh Scanlon and Jack Jones, had been sought. 59 

The divorce between the policy-making machine of the party and the Parlia
mentary Labour Party and the trade unions was far more pronounced than 
was the case in other social-democratic parties. In practice, Labour's working 
parties and committees and sub-committees - intellectually dominated by 
academics such as Stuart Holland - proceeded as if they were mere pressure 
groups. Their efforts were regarded by the leadership with a mixture of 
anxiety (should the policy proposals turn out to be unpopular) and contempt. 
The main theorist of the new industrial policy, Stuart Holland, was the butt 
of much of this derision.60 

Two features were central to the new industrial strategy: the creation of 
the National Enterprise Board (NEB) and what were called planning agree-
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ments. The NEB would be a state holding company modelled after others 
on the Continent, above all Italy's IRI, but also on other, less significant 
companies such as France's IDI, Sweden's Sattsforetag and Germany's VIAG 

a rare instance of the Labour Party learning from continental experience. 
According to the sub-committee's report (adopted by the National Executive 
Committee of the Labour Party), one of its main objectives was the creation 
of employment in the regions.61 This would be achieved by the NEB under
taking joint ventures with national and multinational public or private 
companies, setting up its own companies, and acquiring a substantial base in 
the private sector. It was this last idea which would prove to be the most 
controversial, because it amounted to a strategy for a considerable extension 
of the nationalized sector: 

The NEB should, at the end of a five-year term, exert a controlling interest over 
a large slice of the economy. The top hundred manufacturers account for about 
half our net manufacturing output. About one-third of the turnover of the top 
one hundred manufacturers, two-fifths of their profit and about half of their 
employnlent should be vested in the NEB. 

This meant between twenty and twenty-five companies.62 A moderate version 
of this plan was eventually implemented. The NEB was not a success story 
but, in the short time-span allowed by the vagaries of British politics (it was 
wound down by the Conservatives), it managed to take the first faltering 
steps towards an industrial strategy.63 

The pledge to introduce planning agreements and the NEB was inserted 
in the 1973 Labour Party programme, produced by the National Executive 
Committee and approved by the annual conference. The programme specified 
that the NEB would always have a controlling interest in its participating 
firms, and that it would take over 'some twenty-five of our largest manll
facturers ... very early in the life of the Board'.64 

The programme firmly stated that 'all the major companies in this country 
, .. certainly the largest 100 or so manufacturing firms' would come under 
the planning agreement system.65 What would these companies do? They 
would provide the government with information concerning the activities 
included in their future plans. This would help the government to set 
objectives. The firms would have to agree to meet these objectives - such as 
providing a certain number of new jobs in a designated area - though they 
would be free, the programme magnanimously added, to decide how.66 In 
turn, these firms would receive government assistance. Whether or not firms 
would be forced to sign planning agreements is not clear from the text of 
this rather poorly drafted document. The manifesto for the 1974 election 
promised to create a powerful NEB along the lines of the programme,67 and 
mentioned planning agreements, but avoided any reference to compulsion 
and the number of firms involved. The only nationalizations it promised 
were mineral rights, shipbuilding, ports and aircraft manufacturing. It is easy 
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to understand Wilson's initial enthusiasm for the NEB and planning agree
ments. They would help the party to move away from what he called the 
'outlandish proposal to commit the party to nationalize 25 of the 100 biggest 
companies'.68 In fact, there was considerable hostility towards planning in the 
Labour cabinet. Roy Jenkins never even mentions the agreements or the 
NEB in his memoirs, even though in the early 1970S he had welcomed the 
new approach. 69 It was invoked at Labour Party conferences to rally the 
faithful and the trade unions witness Wilson at the November 1974 
Conference: 'the National Enterprise Board is the biggest leap forward in 
economic thinking as well as in economic policy since the war.'70 In reality, 
he had become doubtful of the entire exercise. 71 The government White 
Paper of 1974 clearly specified that planning agreements were to be voluntary, 
based on consultation between the government and the company concerned.72 
In other words, if the company agreed to agree and the government agreed, 
they would agree to co-operate. No wonder the Left was outraged. Labour 
thus remained without an industrial strategy. As Healey explained: 'for most 
of the time my only tool for securing better industrial performance was 
public spending, which proved to be a very blunt instrument indeed.173 

The Industry Act 1975 still assumed that one of the functions of the 
NEB would be to extend public ownership into profitable areas of manu
facturing industry. By March 1976, this assumption had disappeared. The 
NEB became a hospital for sick companies. 74 The only planning agreement 
was with Chrysler, owned by General Motors, in March 1977. The main 
purpose behind GM's move was to lay its hands on some ready public cash. 
The government was eminently blackmailable: it was pushing its Scottish 
Devolution Bill and was unlikely to allow the firm's Scottish plant at Lynwood 
to close.75 When, in July 1978, it became convenient for GM to sell Chrysler 
U1< to French Peugeot, it did so without even informing the government, 
making a mockery of the celebrated clause which had established the principle 
of reciprocal consultation.76 Dell had written, sarcastically, that no one in 
March 1974 had the least idea what should constitute a planning agreement.77 

Clearly, even four years later, the mystery persisted. 
Nationalizations did occur and all could be justified on various grounds. 

Labour nationalized shipbuilding, then in crisis, in 1977 and British Aerospace, 
a company which was so utterly dependent on state business that only its 
dio1inishing profits could be said to be private. Only the nationalization of 
the British National Oil Company (BNOC) responded to a wider strategic 
design: to procure a significant influence on the offshore oil industry. This 
objective was achieved. 78 

The principal aim of economic policy soon becatnc the overwhelming need 
to combat inflation. The cause of this is not hard to ascertain. Though prices 
rose throughout Europe, British inflation was, as we have seen, exceptionally 
high. This, to some extent, explains why the Bank of England had become 
determined to defeat inflation regardless of the cost in unemployment.79 The 
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government had become similarly obsessed. As Denis Healey himself admits, 
the government had lost its sense of proportion in its fight against inflation, 
insisting on an inflexible 5 per cent pay norm in 1978-79.80 

In Germany the obsession with inflation was allegedly part of the 
national psyche. The government was further constrained in economic policy 
by the Bundesbank's statutory obligation to contain inflation. In a situation 
of stagflation, the Bundesbank had no option but to defend monetary stability 
by a policy of high interest rates (1973-74). These restrictive policies nipped 
in the bud the inflationary pressures set in motion by the oil shock. The 
unions moderated their wage demands as employers realized that the Bundes
bank would not automatically finance any wage increases they granted.sl This 
was more effective than the Labour government's attempt to impose sanctions 
on employers who broke its pay guidelines. The credit squeeze forced all 
public spending authorities to contain expenditure and prevented the govern
ment, had it wanted to, from opting for a policy of counter-cyclical reflation. 82 

Whether the comparatively positive health of the German economy in 
1976 was due to the strict monetarism of the Bundesbank, or to other factors 
such as the half a million foreign workers who had to leave the country (no 
increase in unemployment expenditure was needed to cope with this), is 
debatable. Had the foreign workers stayed and registered as unemployed, the 
level of unemployment in West Germany would have been higher than in 
Britain.s3 As was to be expected, both the Bundesbank and the government 
claimed credit for saving the country from the British disease. 84 Both eco
nomies, however, succumbed to similar pressures. Full employment, a policy 
to which both the SPD and the Labour Party were profoundly committed, 
was discarded while both parties were in power. 

In any case, policies do not exist in a vacuum. The high profile role of 
the West German economy, and the chorus of demands suggesting that it 
should become the 'locomotive' of Western recovery (1978-79), depended 
as much on its sheer economic size as on its success. Irrespective of the 
particular policies implemented by the SPD-Liberal coalition, West Germany 
had the largest GNP in the European Community, was the largest trading 
partner of most European countries, and Europe's largest importer of ser
vices. No wonder its economy, in the age of integration, was crucial to 
Europe. Its particular performance has, however, been unexceptional: between 
1960 and 1975, its growth rate was in line with EEe average, its increase in 
productivity per worker below that of France.as Modell DeNtschland was loudly 
proclaimed in the 1976-80 period when German GNP and productivity 
growth exceeded the French and Ee average, and Germany had become the 
bulwark of price stability in Europe.86 Nevertheless, there was no real effort 
to return to full employment. Attempts by SPD ministers to introduce 
substantial job creation programmes were watered down. 87 The coalition 
government went along with the Bundesbank's restrictive policies. It upheld 
the primacy of the anti-inflationary strategy which it had adopted well ahead 
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of other countries, thus contributing to, rather than following, the recession
ary cycle of the 1970S. 

Germany had been strong enough to withstand the first oil shock, but not 
the second. It was this which put paid to the aspirations of Modell Deutschland. 
In 198 1~82 GNP fell. The balance of payments deficit turned from harmless 
to intolerable. This meant that monetary policy became even more dependent 
on US interest rates. The German rate had to be kept even higher to prevent 
an outflow of capital and attract funds. 88 Germany was as dependent on 
externalities as everyone else. Helmut Schmidt recognized this when he pinned 
the blame for worldwide unemployment on US interest rates, which were 
then so high that they mopped up investment that might have gone into 
fixed capital formation. 89 Germany's large balance of payment surplus had 
helped the country to weather the first oil shock. Since this surplus no 
longer existed, by 1979 it could not be used to face the second oil shock. 
Furthermore, between 1970 and 198o, the international competitiveness of 
German industry had detetiorated.90 

Where the celebrated German model failed completely was on the issue 
of unemployment. The first crisis of 1973-74 destroyed one million jobs. 
The post- 1 980 recession destroyed another million.91 By the time Schmidt 
left office, there were two million unemployed in Germany. The German 
SPD, like the Labour Party in Britain, had to oversee the end of full 
employment. Both parties were soon out of office and had to endure the 
chill climate of opposition for years to come. 

Full employment had been achieved thanks to the long capitalist boom. 
It had not simply been the result of policy decisions. Nevertheless, it had 
become a socialist axiom that full employment was a political goal. Socialists 
could hardly return to the view, held by most conservatives, that it was 
beyond the control of politics. 

The SPD-Ied government fought against unemployment by adopting a 
range of measures: labour market policies involving retraining and work 
creation schemes; public sector expansion programmes; and the expulsion of 
foreign workers. But labour market policies remained subordinated to a 
budgetary policy which was restrictive and which therefore worked against 
anti-unemployment measures. The spending cuts of 198 I sharply reduced 
the work creation schemes. The recession of 1981-82. did not lead to a 
massive exodus of foreign workers, because those without permanent work 
permits had already left after the 1973-74 recession.92 As the economic crisis 
worsened and unemployment increased, the tripartite body in charge of labour 
market policy the Bundesansalt fiir Arbeit, whose main obligation is the 
payment of unemployment benefits found itself less able to finance labour 
market policies precisely because unemployment was rising.93 

Why did the SPD-FDP coalition not pursue vigorous active labour market 
policies when, thanks to its excellent track record as the major exporting 
manufacturing economy in Europe, West Germany had greater scope to do 
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SO?94 The generally accepted answer is that the SPD's coalition partners, the 
FDP, were increasingly moving towards an anti-interventionist position and 
brought pressure to bear on Helmut Schmidt to submit to the winds of 
change of the 1980s, the revolution in economic thinking represented by 
Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. Eventually, the SPD, as a party, could 
no longer support its hapless chancellor. This was the signal which allowed 
the FOP to switch to the CDU. The Liberals themselves had been em
boldened by the unpredicted positive results they had obtained at the 1980 
election. While the SPD had advanced by a puny 0.; per cent to 42.9, and 
the CDU-CSU suffered a retreat from 48.6 to 44.5 per cent, the FDP had 
been the only winners: up to 10.6 from 7.9 per cent. 

Thus began in Germany the shift to the right that would be characteristic 
of the 19805. Curiously, the problems identified by the political establishment 
as in need of a solution were very similar to those singled out by their 
counterparts in Britain when explaining why the UI< was less competitive 
than Germany. The following litany of complaints composed by a former 
president of the Bundesbank could have been produced in any central bank 
or employers' association. Predictably, he declared that all would be well 
without 'the corrupting effect of over-rapidly growing affluence', 'a welfare 
state run riot', 'a tendency for people to think in terms of ever-increasing 
"entitlements"', a reduced willingness among the young to do a hard day's 
work, a large public sector, an excessively high public sector borrowing 
requirement, and a shortage of skilled labour alongside a high level of 
unemployment, probably welfare-induced. 

The right-wing offensive and the deteriorating economic conditions of 
198 I Germany had entered its worst recession since the war - exacerbated 
the dispute within the government between those social democrats trying to 
change economic policy in a more pro-industrial direction, and the liberals, 
who supported a deregulatory approach. The Bundesbank, supported by the 
Council of Economic Experts, persisted in its restrictive monetarist line. 
I<eynesian demands for expansion were supported by the trade unions and 
sectors of the SPD, but to no avai1.95 The FOP, in the forefront of the anti
inflationary forces, opted for a different coalition partner. The Wende, the 
turnaround, produced the centre-right coalition led by Helmut I<ohl (1982). 
This new alliance won decisively in the election of 1983, while the SPD, 
defeated, once again returned to a lengthy period in opposition. 

The I<ohl government was lucky. In spite of the rhetoric, there was no 
major change in economic policy. The economy recovered. From 1982. there 
was a balance of payments surplus reaching record levels in 1985 when 
inflation fell to 1.6 per cent. Economic growth, however, remained below 
the OEeD average throughout most of the 19805. By 1987, unemployment 
was eight titnes higher than at the onset of the first oil shock of 1973 - the 
worst performance after Spain and Britain.96 Profits rose, but not real wages.97 

It was now I(ohl's turn to be congratulated for his perspicacity. German 
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social democrats were held to possess a high level of economic competence. 
In the heyday of Modell Deutschland, in the mid- I 970s, Helmut Schmidt, who 
behaved with the confidence of an intellectual heavyweight, had been ac
claimed by entrepreneurs and bankers as the best chancellor big business 
could have. While Harold Wilson had boasted never to have read I<atl Marx,98 
Schmidt never wore his knowledge lightly. In his address to a congress on 
philosophy and politics organized by the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in Bonn 
in March 1979, 'I<ant in Our Time', he declared that 'I<ant was important 
to me ... but so too were I(atl Marx, Max Weber, and Marcus Aurelius', and 
peppered his speech with references to these thinkers and to Hegel and 
Lessing.99 Public esteem for the SPD faded during the 1980s. According to 
an opinion poll conducted in May 1988 by the social democratic weekly 
Vorwarts, 56 per cent of the German public believed that the CDU was 
better able than the SPD to bring about economic growth, while only 2.0 per 
cent held the reverse position. 10o 

In the 19805 the new CDU~FDP administration did not follow a policy 
of radical deregulation analogous to that of the British Conservatives. The 
German economy, unlike the British, was sufficiently strong to overcome 
even the crisis of the second oil shock without jeopardizing the consensual 
system of political and industrial relations which had existed for so long. 
Furthermore, the institutional constraints which inhibited any radical aspira
tions the social democrats might have nurtured, also operated in the opposite 
direction, It was difficult for the COU to follow in the footsteps of the 
Thatcher government. The CDU had authority at the centre, but faced 
powerful regional authorities under the control of the social-democratic 
opposition. It was difficult to cut public spending drastically when so much 
of it was influenced by the Lander. An overt attack on the German unions 
would not have been approved by the public, who were aware of their 
longstanding habit of co-operating with the authorities. The unions, para
doxically, Hexed their muscles far more in the 1980s than they had in the 
19705. Their advocacy of a shorter working day was generally popular and 
was seen, rightly or wrongly, as an anti-unemployment measure. Outside 
Germany, even the Swedish trade unions, usually in the vanguard of new 
ideas, remained sceptical about the benefits or the possibility of reducing the 
working day significantly, although the Swedish (and Austrian) working week 
in engineering was effectively shorter than in Germany./OI 

Thus, in 1984, the German trade unions, facing a conservative government, 
called for the introduction of the thirty-five-hour week and backed their 
demand with a lengthy strike led by the largest union, IG Metall. Although 
the full claim was not met, they obtained a reduction of the working week 
to thirty-eight and a half hours (IG Metall had been committed to the thirty
five-hour week without loss of earnings since its 1977 Congress). \02 At the 
same time, in Britain, a prolonged miners' strike, called to defend employment 
in the industry, ended in total defeat for the miners and with the Labour 
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Party in disarray. In 1986 the Kohl government passed measures aimed at 
restricting the ability of striking workers to draw welfare benefits. The 
unsuccessful struggle to block the law united the DGB (German Trade Union 
Federation - Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) as never before, and enabled it 
to report a strong rise in membership in the first half of I986 - while British 
unions were losing members - and to obtain wage rises for metal workers 
of 4.4 per cent, four times the inRation rate. t03 Unions in Germany remained 
important because their co-operation on the firms' supervisory boards was 
still required to facilitate the constant process of industrial restructuring. In 
Britain it became increasingly common to reorganize a plant's production 
without consulting the unions. In the 'war' against organized labour, as in 
any war, the old Machiavellian principle must still prevail: strike your enemies 
when they are down, not when they are strong. When it came to industrial 
relations, the British Conservatives could take on the unions in a way which 
was not open to the CD U. 

These considerations tell only half the story. In reality, if the CDU did not 
behave like the British Thatcherite Conservatives, it was also because they 
were not willing to do so. Though fundamentally a conservative party, the 
CDU was also a populist and Christian party. It could not simply sacrifice on 
the altar of the deregulated market its tradition of being a volkspa rtei, and its 
ethic of Christian social responsibility and solidarity.l04 I<ohl had to continue 
to appease the vast array of organized interest groups, of the Left as well of 
the Right (there are 2.00,000 clubs and federations, ranging in size from the 
fifteen-million-strong German Sport Federation to the Scent Makers' As
sociation with three members). Hence the complaint that 'The CDU wants 
to be the best SPD of all time.'lOS This mirrors a frequent leftist criticism of 
Schmidt, namely that he was behaving like a CD U chancellor. All this reflects 
the lack of sharp political distinctions in German politics; after all, in the 
legislative period 1976-80, 90 per cent of legislation passed the Bundestag 
unanimously.106 Nor was this an exceptional period of consensus. 

In domestic affairs, the true German homologue of the Thatcherite 
deregulators was the Liberals, the junior party of the coalition. Their room 
for manoeuvre was circumscribed: having ditched the SPD in 1982., they 
were scarcely in a position to impose a full-blooded Thatcherite policy on 
the CDU, let alone threaten them with yet another coalition reversal. 

Thus the CDU simply continued the policy mix which was peculiar to 
Germany: a 'conservative' policy aimed at keeping inflation as low as possible, 
promoting growth if viable, and economic efficiency if feasible, while trying 
to defend social welfare. This 'policy of the middle way' resulted in a share 
of social expenditure as a percentage of GDP among the highest in the 
OECD countries. 107 The lack of progress in the deregulation of the economy 
brought forth a barrage of complaints from the supporters of a robust neo
liberal approach to economic management, such as Herbert Giersch, president 
of the free market I<.iel economic research institute, and Wilfried Guth, 
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supervisory board chairman of Deutsche Bank (,this government has not 
shown enough courage'). 108 

Within the SPD, the electoral defeat of 1983 opened an era of recrimination 
and frustration. Schmidt's pragmatic realism, once respected, was now scorned 
and singled out as one of the causes of the debacle. Schmidt was accused of 
having given excessive priority to economic recovery and stability, while social 
and economic reforms, such as a comprehensive vocational training pro
gramme, a radical extension of co-determination legislation, a wage-earning 
shareholding scheme and radical pension reforms, were shelved or weak
ened.109 Schmides economic policy had been mote monetarist than Keynesian. 
Of course, there had been achievements: flexible age limits for retirement, 
guaranteed superannuation schemes, old-age pensions for the self-employed, 
pro-disabled policies, some extension of co-determination, new matrimonial 
and family law. All this, however, fell well short of the expectations harboured 
by many SPD activists and supporters. 110 

The party, claimed some, had lost its soul and become unable to generate 
enthusiasm. It may have been popular for a while with bankers and industrial
ists, but it had not been able to absorb and channel the new radical energies 
which the 1960s had generated. Germany's reputation for efficiency disguised 
the existence of corruption and bribery in public life, the widespread practice 
of tax evasion, and the laundering of corporate donations to party funds. lll 

In the field of civil liberties, the record of the SPD was far from unblemished. 
In 1972, a decree concerning emploYlnent, the notorious Beruftverbot, allowed 
the government to ban people who held views 'hostile to the Constitution' 
(Veifassingsfeindlichkeil) from jobs in the public service (this would include 
postmen and schoolteachers).112 This was so clearly a repressive measure, and 
embarrassing for the image of the SPD, that in 1978 the social democrats 
decided not to apply the rule in l~ander where they were in power. l13 Later, 
in 1981, Helnlut Schmidt agreed that the government 'overdid things', and 
that 'we would be deceiving ourselves if we felt that we could lastingly 
preserve the stability of our society by forcing large groups of young people 
onto the fringes of society.'114 Willy Brandt, who had been responsible for 
the original decree, provides an unconvincing and muddled self-defence in 
his memoirs.115 

In Britain the negative experiences of the Wilson governments of 1964-
70 and the period in opposition (1970-74) had forced a process of rethinking 
and the first formulation of an alternative economic strategy. In the SPD the 
push for a reaffirmation of the longer~term aims of the party occurred while 
it was still in power. The inlpetus came froln its rebellious youth wing, the 
Jusos, which was closest to the new, 'post-materialist' forces the pacifists, 
ecologists and feminists who had en1erged fr001 the radical politics of the 
late 1960s. The Jusos found unexpected allies in the moderate wing of the 
party, such as the mayor of Munich, Hans-Jochen Vogel (later minister of 
justice), and Richard Lowenthal, one of its leading intellectuals, who also 
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wanted a general restatement of principles and aims. 116 Between the Jusos 
and the Vogel-Lowenthal right stood a third tendency, which saw itself as 
the heir of Bernstein. What characterized those who belonged to it was a 
refusal to discard Marxism en bloc (Bernstein himself had never done so), and 
an insistence that socialism remained the goal of the party, though whether 
it was an end-state or a process (which would have been Bernstein's position) 
was not always clear. These neo-Bernsteinian revisionists, including Willy 
Brandt himself, Erhard Eppler and Peter Glotz, tried to walk a tightrope 
between remaining a major credible political force able to represent the 
aspirations of millions, and succeeding in developing some of the new ideas 
of the alternativist Left. 117 

The SPD reacted to these ideological divisions which had little impact 
on government policies - in its traditional way: it appointed a commission 
to prepare a programme. The commission initially produced a draft report 
(1973), mobilized academics, created specialist committees, absorbed the 
energies of hundreds of study groups at local and sub-district level, including 
non-party members.us The outcome of this effort was a typically Getman 
document, 100 pages long, with a title no public relations firm would have 
devised: Okonomisch-politischer Orientierungsrahmen fur die Jahre 197J-19S; ('Frame
work of Economic and Political Orientation of the SPD for the years 1975-
1985', commonly referred to as OR'S,). It was duly presented and approved 
at the Mannheim Party Conference of November 1975. 

The original draft, submitted by a committee under Schmidt in 1972, 
reflected his pragmatism and the optimism of the pre-oil crisis era. 119 The 
final draft of OR'S, was radically different. It was imbued with a profound 
pessimism about the possibility of achieving major changes in Germany in 
an increasingly interdependent environment. It reaffirmed, as all social
democratic programmes did, the longer-term aims of the movement, its 
fundamental values (freedom, justice and solidarity),120 its rejection of liberal
ism, conservatism, communism, fascism, what it termed 'anti-authoritarian 
romanticism', and even the tendency of market economies to produce for 
profit and not in order to satisfy human needs. 12l However, the unquestioned 
leitmotif of OR'Sf was the limit facing a national movement. Given the high 
incidence of international interdependence, particularly in Europe, OR'SJ 
urged social democrats to take a 'realistic' view of what could be achieved 
in the long term in all matters concerning energy, raw materials, currency 
fluctuations and the control of multinationals. It was no longer possible to 
run the economy on purely national lines. 122 Governments could only partly 
control factors contributing to econon1ic growth. 123 Sluggish growth would 
restrict the margins for social reforms. 124 Germany would be dependent on 
the reform of the international monetary system and the economic policy of 
its main trading partners, whose balance of payments deficits and the restric
tive policies they consequently pursued were, in turn, caused by German 
balance of payments surpluses. 125 This insistence on policy constraints in a 
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long-term programme is doubly unusual. In the first place, constraints are 
invoked by governments as a justification for being unable to achieve certain 
goals, rather than by political parties whose appeal must be that they can do 
things. Secondly, a programme like OR'S, did not need to be so cautious, 
because it was not a detailed description of what the SPD-led government 
would do, but only an indication of what the SPD thought should be done, 
eventually. Schmidt had repeatedly made clear that it was unrealistic to commit 
future governments to specific actions. 126 

The principal reason why interdependence and constraints were so prom
inent in OR'S, was that the SPD did not have to wait for the oil crisis to 
discover then1. Living as they did in a country divided by the Cold War, the 
Germans had learnt the hard way the limitations on national sovereignty. 
Nations, Willy Brandt had declared in 1966, will last a long time, but nation
states were no longer able, on their own, to guarantee the existence and 
security of a people.127 The British were still able to take refuge in the illusion 
of national sovereignty. The remains of imperial ascendancy insulated them 
fron1 the realism which the Germans had acquired at enormous cost to 
themselves and to others. 

This explains why the British Labour Party's paral1el rethinking in the 
years 1970-74 was so different from that of the SPD, though it cannot 
account for all the differences. OR'S, was the product of an extensive 
involvement of party activists. Its main 'internal' purpose was to reconcile 
the young activists who advocated the so-called 'dual strategy': the involve
ment of the n1embership not only in the traditional activities of the SPD and 
the unions, but also through the mobilization of community groups.128 This 
kind of involvement was not open to the Labour Party. Labour had never 
been able or willing to mobilize its menlbers in any significant way, except 
during elections as canvassers. In size of individual melnbership, the Labour 
Party was, with the French socialists, one of the smallest mainstream social~ 
democratic parties in Europe. The party itself did not at the time have an 
accurate record of how many members it had, though some have calculated 
that, at the end of the 19705, it had fewer than 250,000 members.129 Contrast 
this with the SPD's comparatively thriving membership (albeit, proportionately 
speaking, still far below that of the Austrian SPO and the Swedish SAP), 
which increased throughout the 1960s, reaching in 1976 a peak of just over 
one million. DO 

Labour Party activists tended to behave like an internal pressure group, 
aimed at ensuring that the leaders adopted their preferred policies. Accord
ingly, much tilne was spent passing resolutions which might be adopted at 
the annual party conference, might form part of the next election manifesto, 
and might be inlplemented by an eventual Labour government if conditions 
allowed. Consequently, Labour activists were often in a semi-permanent 
'oppositional' mood. Not expecting their resolutions to be accepted in toto, 
they raised the stakes by insisting on policies more radical than they them-
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selves expected, in the hope of being met half~way by the leadership. In the 
SPD, the lengthy internal discussions led to a systematic watering down of 
demands, with the result that the programme tended to unify the party 
rather than divide it. 

The other basis for the differences between the two parties in the pro
grammatic renewal of the 19705 is much simpler: between 1970 and 1974, 
the Labour Party was in opposition, while the SPD was in power. The mood 
within Labour was one of recrimination, mainly from the Left. In the previous 
period of opposition, the 19 50S, it was the Right which sought to revise the 
party's commitment to traditional socialism. In the 19705, the situation was 
very different. A new generation of activists, radicalized by the 1960s, was 
well aware that the Labour Left had been kept out of power during the 
governments of 1964-70. Those of the Left who had been in positions of 
authority, such as Crossman and Castle, had been forced to compromise. 
While in the 1950S it was possible fot Labour Party activists to look back on 
the Attlee period as one of radical reform, no such consolation was possible 
in the early 197°5: what was there to look back to? What achievements could 
be set against the craven submission to American policies over Vietnam, or 
the failure to bring about new social reforms? By the mid- I960s, the British 
welfare state had ceased to be an example to the world. Sweden had a 
superior pension scheme, while Holland and Germany had more generous 
unemployment insurance. In retrospect, the failure of the Wilson governments 
of 1964-70 to introduce a comprehensive review of supplementary earnings
based pensions and, mote generally, its failure to expand the universalist 
approach to welfare prevented the development of popular solidarity towards 
the welfare state. 131 

Labour activists thus had many reasons to be dissatisfied with leaders 
who appeared to have been so hapless when in power and who \vent on to 
lose the next general election. Consequently, their rethinking went much 
further than that of the German social democrats. In the SPD, even those 
who felt Helmut Schmidt and his colleagues had been too cautious did not 
wish to rock a boat which appeared to be successfully afloat and which was 
guided by so strong, self-assured and respected a pilot as Schmidt himself. 

Much of the disappointment caused by the Labour government of 1974-
79 was due to the excessive expectation of radicalism generated in 1970-74, 
when the Left had become dominant in the trade unions and on the National 
Executive Committee (NEC), and a new generation of union leaders had 
come to the fore, close to the traditional Left. 132 

A large part of the strategic rethinking of the years 1970-74 produced 
policies which, though in a more moderate form, found their way into the 
1974 election manifesto: the NEB, planning agreements, the nationalization 
of the docks and shipbuilding, industrial democracy. All this constituted the 
platform of the Labour Left and the core of the ~alternative economic strategy' 
(the AES), which would be further developed by the Bennite Left in the 
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early 1980s (see chapter 23). During the period of the Labour government, 
this strategy was abandoned or watered down amid the pressures of inflation, 
unemployment, deflationary policies, IMF conditions, incomes policies. The 
supporters of the AES in the cabinet were outnumbered, as they were in the 
Parliamentary Labour Party, the trade unions (whose loyalty to a Labour 
government prevailed over their leftist inclination), the press, and the country 
at large. Only among party members did they have some strong backing. 

Unlike OR'S" the AES was therefore always the expression of a minority 
of the movement at least when Labour was in power. However, the AES 
shared some significant features with OR'S,. The first of these was the 
acceptance of the mixed economy. The second was the recognition of the 
awesome importance of international constraints. These two features have 
not always been obvious, because many on the Left often obscured the 
strategy and dressed up the AES with unwarranted anti-capitalist bluster. 
They were helped in this by the alarming propaganda produced by the 
industrialists and their supporters in the press, who depicted the AES as an 
attempt to sovietize the British economy. Nevertheless, it should be obvious 
to anyone willing to brush aside the fog of rhetoric that an industrial policy 
which is based on planning agreements and a stateholding company is, in 
fact, a policy of co-existence and partnership with the private sector, aimed at 
improving the latter's performance. The AES should be taken to represent 
one of the very few attempts by British socialism to develop an industrial 
policy aimed at making capitalism more profitable. That it should have been 
supported by the Labour Left, and not by the Labour Right, is a demon
stration of the extent to which the political reform of capitalism, and not its 
abolition, had become part of socialist thinking. 

The second feature - the recognition of international constraints - was 
dealt with by resisting, rather than submitting, to them. The purported dangers 
of powerful transnational corporations were at the core of much of Holland's 
The Socialist Challenge. He wrote: 

In effect, national capitalist planning has had only a short lifetime. It is now being 
smothered in adolescence by the accelerating trend to monopoly and multinational 
domination, .. In international policy, the State will increasingly see its sovereignty 
undermined by multinational capital rather than reinforced by international 
agencies. 133 

Yet, a staunch defence of the nation-state as the best instrument for the 
development of 'socialist' planning was part and parcel of the AES. In less 
sophisticated sectors of the Left, multinational companies had become as 
Satan to Christian fundamentalism. In their insistence on import controls, 
and their opposition to Britain's integration into Europe, proponents of the 
AES were backed by a well-established core of distinguished academics 
grouped round the New Cambridge School of Nicholas I(aldor and Wynne 
Godley. Though I(eynesians, they did not accept that in the existing climate 
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one 'could spend one's way out of recession' - as Crosland might (still) have 
put it. Reflation would simply suck in imports and lead to a balance of 
payments crisis. This is why one needed some form of protectionism or, at 
least, selective import controls, as Kaldor had consistently advocated for a 
number of years. 

The problem with the AES was that it was essentially a strategy for the 
medium to long term. Labour had no policy for the short term, except the 
Social Contract. In order to develop its industrial strategy, it had to succeed 
in establishing an understanding with the trade unions similar to that in 
Germany. After the sad experience of In Place of Strife, the Labour leadership 
was reluctant to put forward any legislative proposals which could be in
terpreted as restricting the freedom of the unions. The issue had become 
even more sensitive because the Conservative government had introduced a 
statutory wage freeze (November 1972), and legislation (the Industrial 
Relations Act 197 I) to regulate industrial disputes and codify the obligations 
of trade unions. Thus, the understanding Labour reached with the unions 
the 'sodal contract' - remained vague. Ill-defined union co-operation was 
exchanged for the Labour Party's promise to repeal all Conservative anti
union legislation. The main innovation British trade unions wanted and 
obtained was that the state should enshrine in legislation many of the gains 
they had made during the 1950S and 1960s. Until then, one of the features 
which most distinguished British unions from their continental counterparts 
was their commitment to achieving gains directly through collective bargain
ing. The prevailing ethos was a kind of legal abstentionism. The British 
labour movement was marked by 'a traditional lack of central authority and 
obdurate resistance to rationalization of the factors of production, unlike its 
Nordic equivalents'.134 Shorter hours, longer holidays and other benefits were 
obtained through union power and not via the state. Those without a powerful 
union obtained less and, consequently, had a powerful incentive to join one. 
In the 1970S this pattern was modified. The Labour government introduced 
rules in a situation hitherto defined by private bargaining. The four major 
statutes promulgated in 1974 and 1975 - the Trade Union and Labour 
Relations Act, the Health and Safety at Work Act, the Sex Discrimination 
Act, and the Employment Protection Act - as well as the coming into effect 
of the 1970 Equal Pay Act, universalized gains which only the lucky few had 
achieved. Labour also continued the Conservative policy of special pro
grammes for the unemployed and the not-yet-employed, not only by develop
ing the Manpower Services Commission (a tripartite body similar to the 
German Bundesansalt fur Arbeit), but also by instituting - alongside a new 
spate of acronyms the Temporary Employment Scheme (TES) , the Work 
Experience Programme (WEP) , the Job Creation Programme OCP), the 
Recruitment Subsidy for School-Leavers (RSSL), the Youth Employment 
Subsidy (yES), the Adult Employment Subsidy (AES), and the Youth Oppor
tunities Programme (YOP), and many others. 
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The one piece of legislation which fulfilled the aims of universality and 
redistribution of classical welfare social democracy was the Child Benefit Act 

an achievement all the more ren1arkable as it was introduced at a time of 
great financial stringency. By replacing child tax allo,vances) which were of 
greatest value to those families with the highest income and of little or less 
value to those with incomes below or close to the income tax threshold, 
child benefits achieved a powerful measure of redistribution. 135 This measure 
had been specifically promised in Labour's election manifesto, which men
tioned 'a new scheme of child credits payable to the mother',136 It had been 
tenaciously fought for by Barbara Castle, when secretary of state for social 
services. James Callaghan had tried to delay it, and there \vas growing support 
among the Treasury team for the then still unfashionable view (in Labour 
circles) that universal benefits were a luxury \vhich could not be afforded.137 
According to Healey, Callaghan's opposition to a measure which had figured 
for so long in Labour Party programmes was based on the realization that 
it 'might cost us male votes because it would mean a switch from the wallet 
to the handbag: it would be paid to the wife at the cost of withdrawing a tax 
allowance from the husband.'138 The TUC, run by males for males in spite 
of the steady growth of fenlale employtnent, was egually unenthusiastic for 
similar reasons.139 There was also concern about the possible consequences 
for income policies of a reduction of take-home pay by removing the child 
tax allowance. 14o As a result, the legislation was unreasonably delayed and 
was finally introduced in 1978, bringing about a real increase in the value of 
child support relative to average earnings. 

Further redistribution of economic power between men and women was 
achieved not only as a result of the implementation of the Equal Pay Act, 
but also by the adoption in July 1975 of a flat-rate incomes policy which 
increased wages by £6 a week. Because this increased the pay of the low-wage 
groups (where women were present in relatively greater numbers) proportion
ately more than that of high income earners, there was a reduction in pay 
ineguality, including the distribution of earnings between men and women. 141 

These measures marked the high point of Labour's achievetnents in the 
period 1974-79' Paradoxically, they also signified a recognition that union 
power was no longer sufficient for achieving a less unequal distribution of 
power between employees and etnployers: more than ever, unions needed 
the state. 

While legislation had been used to strengthen the position of trade unions 
and workers in factories, comparatively little was achieved to enable them to 
participate in the managen1ent of enterprises. British trade unions seldom 
advanced plans which would result in greater state involvement in industrial 
relations. The sacred cow of collective bargaining stood in the way. The 
unions expected more freedon1, not n10re regulation, from a Labour govern~ 
ment. German trade unions traditionally advocated some form of planning 
mechanism through which they would have unspecified, but considerable 
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input into economic policy.142 In the early 1970s, many German unions 
advocated some participation in the investment decisions of individual firms. 
Industrial democracy had for years been one of the main planks of the trade 
union movement. There was thus a considerable background to what would 
prove to be the most contentious issue in the field of industrial relations in 
Germany in the 1970s: the system of .Nlitbestimmung (co-determination).143 

Much of the support the SPD government obtained from the trade unions 
was predicated on a general extension of the co-determination principle, 
which had existed since the early 1950S in the coal and steel industries. 
Nothing concrete happened until the 19705. When the SPD-FDP coalition 
was formed in 1969, it was agreed, under FDP pressure, that the issue of co
determination would not be raised. After the remarkable victory of the SPD 
in the 1972. elections, the FDP relented, but it was not until 1976 that new 
legislation was passed.144 

The principle of Mitbestimmung was accepted by all German political parties 
and they all proposed various schemes. The most controversial issue regarded 
the composition of the supervisory boards. The CDU wanted a board with 
a preponderance of shareholders' representatives. The SPD and the DGB 
wanted equal representation for employees and owners. The FDP wanted 
senior management to have independent representation in effect, to have 
the casting vote between owners and workers. The law which was eventually 
passed provided for equality of representation between owners and workers 
on all supervisory boards, but with the proviso that there would be repres
entatives of the senior management in proportion to their presence in the 
firm. This would have the effect of tilting the balance against the employees 
(and hence their unions), because it was widely assulned that management 
would favour the shareholders.145 

As is usually the case with compromises, the 1976 law managed to dissatisfy 
everyone. The unions were disappointed because they did not get full parity. 
Some employers were so alarmed that they tried, unsuccessfully, to have the 
law declared unconstitutional. 146 The SPD did not disguise its disappointment. 
In a speech in Hannover on 14 March 1976, Helmut Schmidt, while praising 
the law as 'an epochal achievement ... without parallel anywhere in the 
world, west or east', frankly admitted that 'The present co-determination bill 
does not ... fully accord with my own objectives ... Full parity in co
determination is not achievable under the present political circumstances'.147 
A few days later, the SPD Labour minister, Walter Arendt, introducing the 
final stages of the co-determination bill in the Bundestag, echoed Schmidt's 
remarks. 148 

Did this law give more powers to the trade unions? In some trade union 
and social-democratic circles, it was held that workers' influence was increased 
more by the Werk Promotion Law of June 1969, the ~4rbeitsflderungsgeset~ 
than by the adoption of Mitbestimmung. The 1969 legislation, passed when the 
SPD was still only the junior partner in the Grosse Koalition, established 
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preventive measures to anticipate problems relating to unemployment, providi
ng for generous re-education and retraining schemes. It was thanks to this 
law that the unions succeeded in getting the state to adopt something 
approximating to an active labour market policy.149 Further gains for factory 
workers were achieved in 1972 when the Works Constitution Act (Bettiebs
veifasslmgsgeset:{) was amended. In Germany the system of Works Councils 
(Bettiebsrate) had existed since the early 1920S, when German workers acquired 
the legal right to be represented by councils elected by all the firm's 
employees, regardless of whether they were union members. The 1972 amend
ment considerably improved the position of workers in matters concerning 
dismissals, by establishing that the Works Council had to be consulted before 
any employee could be dismissed. lso The Works Councils also dealt with new 
pay methods, overtime, piecework and bonus rates. 1Sl In theory, these councils 
could have become 'house unions' separate from, and in constant battle 
with, the official unions for the support of workers in factories. In practice, 
this was seldom the case, since in almost all industries the DGB candidates 
gained the overwhelming majority of the available Betriebsrate seats.152 This 
led some for example, Wolfgang Streeck - to suggest that the 1972 
amendment 'amounted to a massive organizational support by the state for 
the unions in adapting their basic structures to new conditions and require
ments without endangering the stability of trade unionism'.153 Later, Streeck 
modified this view.154 He pointed out that as central collective bargaining 
declined, the Works Councils became the main voice of those employed in 
a particular factory. These workers perceived their interests to be identical to 
those of their firm, and in contrast to those of the wider labour movement 
and the unemployed. Had one to design an institutional structure ideally 
suited to a crisis economy, added Streeck, one would produce something 
similar to the German Works Councils, at whose heart is a sort of Bettiebs
egoisttltls i.e. the 'selfish' protection of one's job and one's firm. ISS This 
gradual 'Japanization' constituted a serious organizational challenge to German 
trade unions. 

In Britain most trade unions were singularly un attracted by the prospects 
of enhanced industrial democracy, even when this was promoted throughout 
Europe by a wide spectrum of opinion, which ranged from those who 
believed that it would be a step towards socialism, to those who thought that 
it was a necessary price to pay to obtain moderation in wage negotiation. In 
1975 the ERC had published a Green Paper entitled Empfqyee Participation and 
Compaf!), Strtlcture, on the basis of a 1972 Fifth Directive harmonizing company 
law. The EEC commissioner in charge, Finn Gunderlach, envisaged that 
when the Fifth Directive came into force, it would require member states to 
provide for workers' participation on the boards of companies. The Labour 
Party programme of 1973 had stated, rather tentatively, that it was 'con
sidering' the 'provision of some kind of direct representation for workers ... 
based firmly upon trade union channels'.156 Clearly, the idea was that unless 
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the TUC backed the scheme, it would be dropped. The Labour election 
manifesto of February 1974 promised an Industrial Democracy Act, aimed at 
developing 'joint control' by management and workers'.157 Once re-elected, 
the Labour government, unsure of the extent of TUC support and never 
having given the matter serious consideration, appointed a committee of 
inquiry under Lord Bullock. As is often the case with such committees, its 
composition was 'loaded' to ensure the desired result in this instance, one 
favourable to the TUC, since industrial democracy was seen as one of the 
requirements of the Social Contract. Predictably, the committee split betw'een 
a minority, made up of bankers and industrialists, who produced their own 
report, and a majority which included three academics sympathetic to Labour 
and two powerful trade unionists, Clive Jenkins of the white-collar ASTMS 
and Jack Jones, leader of the largest union, the Transport and General 
Workers' Union (fGWU). The resulting majority report proposed that com
panies employing over two thousand workers (as in Germany), after obtaining 
the consent of their employees, should have a board with equal representation 
from shareholders and employees, along with a small number of independent 
directors. In contrast to Germany, all worker-directors had to be members of 
a trade union. ISS The employers' association campaigned vigorously against 
the Bullock Report, as their counterparts in Germany had done. Their 
campaign stressed the importance of managerial prerogatives and of flexibility 
in decision-making. 

The Tue had succeeded in convincing the unions to present a united 
front. After the report was produced, it became clear that the unanimity had 
been fictitious. Even Clive Jenkins, co-signatory of the report, found that his 
own union, ASTMS, rejected it.1S9 Opposition to Bullock came from the Left 
(the Miners' Union and the Engineering Union) the centre (the Municipal 
Workers' Union), and the Right (e.g. the electricians).160 The British Com
munist Party, small in votes but influential in trade union circles, stuck to the 
view that industrial democracy must be advanced exclusively via collective 
bargaining. The accepted view of the Left, including Hugh Scanlon, was that 
industrial democracy under capitalism was impossible - the age-old socialist 
argument against socialist reform. The left- and right-wing opposition to 
Bullock converged on one crucial aspect: the presence of trade unionists 
among the directors of a company would inhibit the development of effective, 
i.e. conflictual and adversarial, collective bargaining. As an academic champion 
of this confrontational spirit put it (though not very clearly): 'Today the 
industrial-democracy lobby wish to extend the methods of elitist representative 
democracy into the workplace which will involve undermining the existing 
participatory democracy entailed in unilateral shopfloor control.'161 Some 
mavericks on the right of the political spectrum concurred: the Bullock 
Report, they claimed, was not about industrial democracy, but about making 
workers more malleable: 'That this aim should be disguised under the title 
of industrial democracy is so much claptrap, expressly intended to mislead 
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the workers into supposing that they are being offered more freedom rather 
than less ... Under the present system trade union power is genuinely, if 
disastrously, libertarian on the shop floor.'162 Among the workers themselves, 
indifference and ignorance over the issue reigned supreme - not surprisingly, 
as the idea of worker-directors had very weak roots in the British labour 
movement. Surveys indicated that most people were in favour of a voluntary 
system - another way of saying that there should be no legislation. 163 The 
Labour cabinet was itself divided over the issue and produced a White Paper 
(1978) which watered down the substance of the Bullock Report, and set out 
a very long timetable for its implementation. The relevant cabinet minister, 
Edmund Dell, was opposed, while Callaghan, the then prime minister (who 
makes only a passing reference to the report in his memoirs), worried mainly 
about antagonizing the CBI. 164 Denis Healey, who believed that the govern
ment had spent an 'inordinate' amount of time on the issue and 'unfortunately 
to no effect', thought that the proposals were vitiated by the unions' insistence 
that they should be in charge of appointing the worker-directors, while the 
CBI ,vas short-sighted to oppose it because industrial democracy would have 
undermined the power of the unions at a national level. 165 The final TUC 
position on Bullock was a composite resolution passed at its Congress in 
1977, which made it clear that statutory backing for industrial democracy 
would require union approval (and not employee backing, as Bullock had 
suggested). For the unions, industrial democracy meant trade union power. 166 

In a situation such as this, with industrial democracy opposed by 'both sides 
of industry', it was hardly surprising if the matter was quietly dropped in 
spite of the TUC's crocodile tears. As Jack Jones bitterly noted, 'what was 
left of Bullock sank in the disaster of the winter of discontent.'167 

Union prerogatives and workers' rights relied on the four major statutes 
of 1974-75 mentioned above, which strengthened procedural rights in matters 
of health, pay, dismissal and discrimination. Rather than grant democracy to 
individual workers, the Labour government preferred to shift power towards 
the trade unions. This was, after all, why the unions had created the Labour 
Party in the first place. The mantle of 'industrial' democracy was snatched 
from Labour by successive Conservative governments under Margaret 
Thatcher. Under her administrations, workers obtained the right to elect 
their union officials, the right to vote whether or not to go on strike, and, 
with the abolition of the closed shop, the right not to join a trade union. 

In the meantime, the unions obtained considerable advantages. The 1974 
Trade Union and Labour Relations Act repealed the hated Industrial Relations 
Act of 1971 and, with the help of a further amendment in 1976, restored 
immunities from civil and criminal action, including inducement of breaches 
of commercial contract. It meant that workers on strike against a firm could 
extend their action to that firm's customers or suppliers. The Employment 
Protection Act of 1975 further limited managerial prerogatives by strength
ening individual employment rights, the most significant of which was the 
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Figure 18.1 Real hourly wage rates in manufacturing in France and the UK, 1976-89 
Source: OECD, Economic Outlook, Historical Statistics 1960-1939. 

right not to be dismissed because of pregnancy and to be reinstated after 
maternity.168 The Health and Safety Act (1974) continued the tradition of the 
first Factory Acts. 169 This legislation was used as evidence by opponents of 
trade unions to argue that their power had become intolerable. 

This was an exaggeration. The legislation of 1974-76 increased the power 
of trade unions mainly by restoring in statutes rights they had enjoyed in 
practice before 1970. The rights of individual workers increased because they 
were better protected against unfair dismissal; health and safety procedures 
were better controlled; and gender-based inequalities were made illegal. This, 
of course, regulated the labour market more than ever before and entre
preneurs understandably objected on the grounds that labour costs were 
increased. 

But average labour costs were never a real problem. Average real wages 
went up throughout the Conservative 19805, something which had not 
occurred under Labour. Particularly illuminating here is the comparison with 
France which, politically speaking, was the mirror-in1age of Britain: con
servative governments in the 19708 and prevalently socialist governments in 
the 19808. Figure 18. I suggests that real wages increased fat mote when 
conservatives were in power. On this basis workers in manufacturing who 
vote according to rational choice theory would have to desert socialist parties. 
This is precisely what many did. 

What happened under the Thatcher administration was that 'inefficient' 
firms in the private sector - i.e. those with a pronounced gap between 
productivity and wages - went bankrupt and their forn1er workers, now 
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unemployed, were kept at the expense of taxpayers, rather than of share
holders. Thus, the high labour costs of inefficient firms were 'socialized'. 
Meanwhile, the close link between wages in the private and public sectors 
was severed. Private sector wages went up much faster than those in the 
public sector, whose potentially profitable branches, such as monopolistic 
utilities, were privatized and made profitable by further redundancies. In the 
remaining, as yet unsaleable, part of the public sector, such as the armed 
forces and the universities, a stringent system of 'cash limits' - inherited 
from Labour was put into operation: a de facto incomes policy. Electorally, 
the strategy paid off: skilled workers in the private sector joined the ranks 
of Conservative supporters, clutching their higher pay, while Labour in
creasingly became the party of the poor, of those still working in the least 
efficient remains of manufacturing industry, and of public sector workers. 

The working class had thus been further divided. The original post-war 
deal between labour and capital or, rather, between social democrats and 
conservatives, a deal which underpinned West European capitalism, was at 
an end. Subsequent developments indicate that in Britain this demise occurred 
in its purest - Marx would have said 'classic' fonn. After I<eynesianism, 
'Thatcherism' became the only 'ism' this supposedly so un-ideological country 
had offered the world in its entire history. 



CHAPTER NINETEEN 

The French Experiment 

THE TRIUMPH of the Parti Socialiste (PS) at the presidential election of 
1981 and at the general election immediately afterwards marked a real turning
point in the complex history of the French Left. The French socialists, having 
established themselves as the main force on the Left, won an absolute majority 
of seats in the National Assembly for the first time. The Fifth Republic had 
acquired its first socialist head of state. 

From the wider perspective of the West European Left, a socialist victory 
in a country as important as France, just as the economic tide was turning 
everywhere in favour of neo-liberal conservatism, constituted a momentous 
event. In Northern Europe, the Swedish SAP was still in opposition, the 
German SPD was approaching the end of its period in office, the British 
Labour Party, out of power since 1979, appeared increasingly unelectable. 
These once powerful battalions of social democracy looked to Mitterrand's 
striking victory with curiosity and anticipation. In Southern Europe, the 
French success appeared as a harbinger which would shift the epic entre of 
socialism from the North to the South of the continent. In Madrid, Felipe 
Gonzalez's PSOE, and in Athens, Andreas Papandreou's PASOI< were on 
the point of gaining power with massive majorities, while in Rome, Bettino 
Craxi, soon to become prime minister, entertained a credible hope that his 
PSI would supplant the PCI as the leader of the Italian Left. In Paris itself, 
Mitterrand's victory was celebrated with revolutionary gaiety, dancing in the 
streets and all-night parties which nostalgically recalled the radiant days of 
the Popular Front and the Liberation, the days of les lendemains qui chanten!. 

As is often the case, a spectacular defeat underlay this stunning victory. 
The humiliation suffered by the Left in the general election of 1968, and in 
the presidential election of 1969, had concentrated the minds of socialists 
and communists. To be divided would consign them to permanent opposi
tion. To be united was the royal road to power. The old SFIO had been 
routed. Its seemingly eternal leader, Guy Mollet, had finally retired in 1969, 
thus concluding with yet another defeat his long career at the head of one 
of Europe's least successful socialist parties, a party without trade unions and 
without workers, full of schoolteachers and minor civil servants. 

The ensuing reconstruction of the French Left took a course remarkably 
different from the socialist revisionism which prevailed in other countries. 

534 
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Elsewhere, modernization, rethinking, revision, adaptation - be it in the SPD, 
the PCl or the Labour Party - always meant a shift away from the traditional 
values of the socialist movement, away from state ownership and the working 
class. The French socialists adapted by shifting to the left and embracing a 
distinctly socialist profile. This 'turn to the left', far from indicating any 
desire to retreat into socialist purity, was marked by a positive craving for 
political power. No longer was there a perceived contradiction between the 
idea of gaining power and a distinctive socialist profile. 

This is all the more surprising as French socialism had been a veritable 
ideological circus since the days of its inception. When, in June 197 I, the 
Parti socialiste was created, it was the culmination of a process of renewal 
which had begun in 1969, following the defeat at the presidential election. 
Between 1969 and 1971, 70 per cent of the secretaries of departmental 
federations of the old SFIO had been replaced and the average age of the 
holders of these key party posts had fallen dramatically.1 In terms of member
ship, the party kept one of the distinguishing features of the old SFIO: it 
was a small party with few members. It would never aspire to the mass 
membership of the German SPD, the Swedish SAP, the Austrian sPa, or 
the Italian PCI. Nor did it succeed in abolishing the various factions and 
chiefdoms which had always marked the contours of the non-communist 
Left. Surviving in rivalry and united by the overwhelming desire to run the 
country were: Gaston Defferre's 'municipal' socialist Bouches-du-Rh6ne 
federation; its closest ally, Pierre Mauroy's traditional working-class bastion 
in the Nord Federation (Lille); the Left faction of Jean Poperen; and the 
marxisant CERES (Paris), led by Didier Motchane and Jean-Pierre Chevene
ment. Towering above them in national renown was Frans:ois Mitterrand, 
whose diaphanous socialist credentials (he had never been a member of the 
SFIO) were amply compensated by an uncommon political intelligence. In 
fact, the new party became above all a machine to ensure the victory of 
Mitterrand at the presidential elections. This marked a final acceptance of 
the institutions of the Fifth Republic, which the socialists had opposed for 
nearly twenty years. De Gaulle's commitment to presidential politics over 
party politics had finally triumphed even in the PS. All faction leaders 
Chevenement, Rocard, Mauroy, Defferre - now had to have 'presidential' 
qualities.2 Once again, a socialist party modelled itself on the state it yearned 
to possess and modify. 

All these factions, including what was left of the Radical Party and the 
power-hungry notables of provincial France, combined around a strategy of 
dialogue with the communists - all equally convinced that this was the only 
road to power.3 The congress of Eepinay in 1971 brought Mitterrand's Con
vention des Institutions Republicaines into the new united Parti Socialiste. 
The key motion affirmed that the new party was no longer equidistant from 
the Gaullists and the PCF, as the SFIO had claimed. It called for a dialogue 
with the PCF on the 'concrete problems of a government aiming to achieve 
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the socialist transformation of society'.4 The ensuing internal debate over 
the programme (Changer fa vie) was a device to enable the various factions to 
establish their respective positions. As usual, it was the minority Left factions 
(CERES and Jean Poperen) which made most of the running, and the 
resulting document had a distinctive left-wing flavour: it was suspicious of 
European integration and of NATO; it wanted nationalizations and was 
vociferous in its support for aUlogestion. The programme was forgotten as 
soon as it had been agreed. Its purpose was simply to set out a position for 
negotiations with the PCEs The Programme commtln which emerged involved 
also the Left-Radicals. Thus, it became the charter of the Union of the Left. 
This paved the way for consolidating all the anti-Gaullist votes around a 
single candidate in the second round of the presidential and general elec
tions. 

The Programme commltn was signed in July 1972. by Fran<;ois Mitterrand, 
Georges Marchais (for the PCF), and Robert Fabre (for the Left-Radicals). 
This document was widely seen as a compromise whereby the PCF officially 
accepted the principle of the alternance of political parties and political 
pluralism, while the PS subscribed to a substantially communist economic 
programme aimed at a massive expansion of the nationalized sector.6 Thanks 
to this compromise, the PS established its credentials on the Left. It appeared 
as a truly reforming party and no longer as an ill-specified centre party in a 
polarized political system. Yet the alliance with the PCF was riven by profound 
conflicts: the expansion of the left electorate, necessary for victory, was more 
likely to benefit the socialists than the communists. The PS could establish 
a rapport with the more moderate sections of the electorate who wanted a 
new government, but remained suspicious of the communists. 

The PS entered the alliance as the weaker partner. Fewer than six years 
later, it was stronger than the PCF. The stronger it became, the more credible 
the Union of the Left became for the non-communist electorate. There was 
no real chance for a communist party to join the government of a major 
West European country as its dominant force, politically and electorally. 
Communisn1 could be tolerated by private industry, international economic 
operators and the USA, only if it was clear that it would remain subordinate 
to other, less threatening political parties. 

The more Mitterrand talked about the need to 're-equilibrate' the Left, 
the more the PCF accused him of disloyalty. The more the conflict escalated, 
the more the PS could be distinguished from the PCF and the more electable 
it became. 

Initially, the PCF concentrated on ensuring that the Programme commun 
reflected its own ideas, assuming that its hegemony could better be safe
guarded through the adoption of a communist programme. In spite of its 
rhetoric, the PCF was, in fact, a much more 'French' party than the PS in 
its inordinate regard for texts, declarations, proclamations and written docu
ments. The Programme commttn quickly became a sacred text of the PCF. Its 
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chief features were the following (I have kept the order of presentation in 
the document): 7 

I. Demand-led growth through a 'substantial increase in wages'.8 
2.. Extension of social protection, particularly health care; massive housing 

programme.9 

3. Strengthening non-religious public education. Construction of a network 
of one thousand creches to enable all children between the ages of two 
and six to attend. to 

4. All discrimination against women to be abolished. I I 
5. Strengthening the rights of individual workers against unfair dismissal. 

Expansion of the rights to information; industrial democracy.12 
6. Nationalization of the entire financial sector (all banks, including merchant 

banks and insurance companies); of all mining, armaments, aeronautics, 
pharmaceutics, space and nuclear industries. This includes some of the 
giants of French industry: Dassault, Rhone-Poulenc, Honeywell-Bull, Com:' 
pagnie Generale d'Electricite. 13 

7. Increases in the marginal rates of income tax and corporation. 14 

8. Extension of civil liberties, abolition of existing laws restricting freedom 
of assembly (the law of 8 June 1970); abolition of the death penalty.IS 

9. A profound reform of the existing presidential system: abolition of Article 
16 of the constitution (whereby the president can assume emergency 
powers), limitation of the president's term of office (from seven to five 
years), strengthening of the powers of Parliament. 16 

This programme could be called 'communist' only in the sense that it 
contained policies advocated by the French Communist Party in the previous 
decade. To insist that the PCF got everything it wanted with the Programme 
commNn is misleading, for there was nothing in it which could not have been 
wholeheartedly embraced by a classical socialist party: higher wages, extension 
of the public sector, expansion of the welfare state, democratization of the 
institutions of the Fifth Republic. The proposed nationalizations, which 
aroused so lTIuch anxiety and controversy, would not have made the French 
public sector any larger than that of Austria or Italy (which never had a Left 
government). 

The concessions made by the peF, though implicit, were far more sub
stantial than those which the PS appeared to make. For the first time the 
PCF acknowledged that the socialists represented an important section of 
the Left, without renouncing the idea of remaining the dominant party of 
the working class. It also accepted that the presidential candidate who would 
best represent the Left would be Mitterrand (whose commitment to socialism 
was recent), and refrained from demanding the post of prime minister. In 
fact, the PCF did not seriously insist - though the matter was raised - on 
having specific positions in an eventual government. Marchais behaved 
throughout the first phase of the PCF-PS alliance (1972-76) as someone 
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who understood perfectly well that France could not have a communist as 
president, prime minister, foreign secretary or Ininister of the interior. 

The PCF sealed the alliance by taking on board many of the changes 
which the Italian Communist Party had initiated. It espoused 'Euro
communism', It dropped the concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat. 
It supported the right of the dissident writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn to be 
allowed to speak freely. It criticized the attitude of the USSR towards religious 
freedom. It distanced itself from Soviet foreign policy by adopting a strong 
position on national autonomy.11 Real efforts were made to adapt. For 
instance, the PCF candidate in the legislative elections in Tours in 1976 gave 
up the traditional hammer and sickle emblem in favour of the ecologists' 
green circle. Is The manner in which these changes were achieved bore the 
mark of an authoritarian party. The dropping of the hallowed concept of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat occurred after a brief debate in the party press, 
prior to Marchais' brutal announcen1ent at the 1976 Party Congress. The 
endorsement of French nuclear weapons in 1977 was similarly abrupt. 

Nevertheless, the PCF gained that most elusive of political commodities: 
recognition as a legitimate party of government. Thanks to the Programme 
commun, the PCF, for the first time since the outbreak of the Cold War, 
emerged from the political ghetto. 

The PS appeared to grant all the programmatic demands of the PCF. 
However, political parties of the Left usually require some fundamental ideas 
which set them apart from their rivals. The problem with French socialism 
was that it was singularly devoid of distinctive ideas. The old SFIO was 
constantly swaying between opportunism and revolutionary rhetodc. The 
new PS avoided this predicament by adopting the idea of self-management 
or au/oges/ion, which had become increasingly fashionable in intellectual and 
trade union circles. 

As we pointed out in chapter 13, the idea of au/ogestion, whose vagueness 
was its strength, had become one of the 'big ideas' of the non-communist 
Left. Although its origins can be traced to nineteenth-century anti-state 
socialism, the concept, in its modern construction, had reappeared in French 
political discourse in the mid-196os when it was used to describe the Yugoslav 
system of industrial democracy and a decentralized economy.19 The May 
events had reinforced the popularity of the concept by making it into a 
political rallying point for the non-communist Left, underlining their refusal 
to accept the Soviet model of central planning.20 In 1970, autogestion became 
the cheval de batai//e of the trade union federation CFDT, whose general 
secretary, Edmond Maire, became its chief advocate.21 The CPDT favoured 
trade union action to bring about a societe autogestionnaire, but had no strategy 
for establishing it. 22 

The other main proponent of atltogestion as a distinctively French model of 
socialism was Michel Rocard and his PSU. At first, Rocard had refused to 
join the newly formed PS at the Epinay Congress, or sign the Programme 
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commun, because of its emphasis on nationalization and itatisme. He agreed to 
join the new party only in 1974, when autogestion became a major theme in 
the PS (and when Mitterrand needed Rocard to contain the expansion of the 
CERES).23 AUlogestion was officially adopted by the National Convention of 
the PS in June 1975, in the form of Quinze theses sur l'aulogestion.24 

Autogestion co-existed uneasily with the state-centred Programme commUf1, 
just as Rocard and the CFDT co-existed uneasily with traditional socialists 
such as the old SFIO activists led by Pierre Mauroy, whose Jacobinism and 
itatisme were similar to those of the PCF. Mitterrand never strongly supported 
the autogestionnaires: the Jacobinism of the Programme commun was essential to 
the alliance with the PCF and appealed to his political realism. His main 
ideological characteristic was a profound disdain for ideologies. He much 
preferred to remain committed to a general set of republican values which 
would enable him to preserve a free hand in the choice of actual policies. 

What did alltogestion mean? It would be easy to dismiss it as a purely 
ideological construct aimed at promoting the image of the PS as a party 
distinct from the old SFIO and the PCF. Its proponents believed passionately 
in it and they responded to a real problem in modern liberal democracy: the 
formal rules of political participation (voting, representation, civil liberties) 
were far too narrow to promote anything resembling genuine popular control. 

The term autogestion conveyed a variety of sentiments: a form of resistance 
to modernization; an ideology of modernization; an alternative to capitalism; 
an alternative to 'state' socialism; an anti-hierarchical principle; another form 
of liberalism; an anti-productivist doctrine. 25 The 1976 Quinze theses sur 
I'autogestion envisaged the creation of an administrative council for each 
nationalized enterprise, with representatives elected by workers, the state and 
some categories of consumers; a management council wholly elected by the 
workers - along the lines of certain co-operatives; the co-existence of a 
management council elected by the workers and a control board consisting 
of representatives of the state and consumers.26 

Pierre Ronsanvallon, editor of the journal ePDT aujotlrdJhui (1973-77), 
and one of the main theorists of the atltogestionnaires, saw the model as yet 
another instance of the long-sought third way between a social-democratic 
compromise with capitalism and the soviet model.27 He recognized the 
existence of diverse definitions and approaches technocratic, libertarian, 
soviet (in the original sense of decentralization by hierarchically organized 
workers' councils). Denying that autogestion was a complete model or blueprint, 
he stressed that it was as much a strategy as a goal, and that it was not 
limited to the traditional question of who owns the means of production, 
but was concerned with how political power is to be exercised.28 What 
nlattered to the workers was not nationalization, but the possibility of 
influencing the conditions of work, the command system in the enterprise, 
the nonns of payments, and so 00. 29 Allfogestion was seen as the self
government of the masses, while nationalizations were SiOlply about a transfer 
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of property from shareholders to the state.30 What should matter to socialists 
was how decision-making powers were distributed throughout society.31 

Such ideas were compelling and it is easy to understand their appeal for 
socialists. Yet none of the theorists was able to delineate the practical steps 
required to pursue the proposed goal. They claimed, not unreasonably, that 
it would be contradictory to construct a strategy from on high. However, to 
set in motion a mass movement requires some concrete goals and concrete 
issues. For instance, the feminist movement, which likewise had vague and 
ill-specified strategies and generic goals, always targeted clearly defined issues 
which had a profound appeal: the suffrage, abortion, child-care, pornography, 
discrimination at work, etc. Aldogestion remained vague and ill-defined in all 
its aspects. As one commentator suggested, it simply served as a recruiting 
theme for soixante-huitards.32 In 1972. Michel Rocard, in his preface to the 
manifesto of his party (then the PSU), accepted that the concept was ambigu
ous, adding: 'The political value of a word must be measured not in terms 
of its linguistic coherence but in the way people use it.'33 The problem with 
the term autogestion was that people never used it . .L4.utogestion remained a 
weapon in an ideological battle within the Left. It never became a banner 
with which to raUy ordinary people. 

Once the PS obtained political power, it made no serious attempt to 
implement the concept. The Auroux laws - the French equivalent of German 
co-determination - were a mild and ineffective step towards autogestion, which 
remained inoperative.34 Workers continued to prefer cash to autogestion and 
never fought for it; nor did the trade unions. It was never more than a 
polemical theme directed against traditional socialism.35 

What eventually split the French Left again, however, was not ideology, 
but the realization that the socialists were gaining votes at the expense of the 
communists. The united Left advanced in the polls, but it did so unevenly, 
with the PS benefiting more than the PCP. That this should have surprised 
anyone is surprising. It was unlikely that first-time Left voters would bypass 
the more n10derate PS to vote directly for the peF - as even the peF 
realized. What increasingly became a source of worry for the peF was the 
fact that the PS deliberately appealed to the anti-communist Left, and openly 
insisted that it was necessary to 're-equilibrate the Left', meaning that the PS 
should overtake the PCF in terms of votes. 36 Mitterrand had never disguised 
that his long-term project was to end the supremacy of the peF on the Left. 
In 1978 this project appeared less utopian than in 1969, when the goal had 
been openly announced. 37 

In 1974 Valery Giscard d'Estaing narrowly defeated Mitterrand sale 
candidate of the united Left - but the socialists emerged as the largest party 
of the Left in the local elections. This was the beginning of a trend which 
soon became firmly established. 

At the parliamentary elections of March 1978, the Left was defeated once 
again, but for the first time since the 193 os the socialists obtained more 
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votes than the communists. The 'popular front' of the 1970s, unlike that of 
the 193 os in which the communists benefited more than the socialists, 
signalled the beginning of the end for French communism. 

This situation was intolerable for the PCF. It could accept being deprived 
of the most important positions of power (president, prime minister), but 
only because it assumed that it would be able to control the government 
effectively, thanks to its electoral superiority and its hegemony in the organized 
working class. Otherwise, it was preferable to be a strong force in opposition, 
rather than a marginal one in power. The future of the party, the communists 
believed, was more important than a Pyrrhic victory. Success for the Union 
of the Left in which the PCF lost ground would not be - in their view -
a victory for socialism. It was time to rebuild the identity of the party.38 The 
communists decided that a rapid retreat from the pact with the socialists was 
indicated. The final outcome of this strategy \vas that, instead of being junior 
partners, they became a marginal force. 

The PCF had grossly miscalculated. The PS had obtained from the Union 
what it had long sought: to become credible as a true left-wing reformist 
party. By standing firm on its generally pro~ Western outlook (pro-EEC and 
pro-NATO), it provided guarantees to France's foreign partners and to all 
French voters worried about a government of the Left. Paradoxically, by 
breaking with the PS, the PCF had also increased the electoral appeal of the 
socialists: it was now clear to even the most sceptical observer that Mitter
rand's PS was not a stalking horse for the communists. 

Could the PCF have behaved differently? As some of its supporters had 
always insisted, the party could have followed a strategy parallel to that of 
the PCI. It could have distanced itself more firmly from the USSR and 
encouraged internal debates. In so doing, it would certainly have angered 
many of its traditional activists, but this would not have presented major 
problems, since they had nowhere else to go. Moreover, precisely because 
they were traditional communists they would have obeyed all directives from 
above, just as the sudden dropping of the 'dictatorship of the proletariat' in 
1976 did not really cause any substantial internal problems. If anything, the 
return to sectarianism was a source of greater internal dissent. Those who 
objected to Nlarchais' return to tradition quit the PCF to join the PS. The 
communist break with Mitterrand caused great dismay among PCF sup
porters, who had been looking forward to a Left victory. 

It is difficult to find a convincing rational explanation for Marchais' 
decision. Was it just a case of a sclerotic party unable to understand that the 
world was changing, and ready to die rather than accept the need for some 
serious rethinking? Rhetoric notwithstanding, the PCF had often changed 
line in the past and had demonstrated that it could always find reasons to 
justify alliances with other forces. Had it not fought in the Resistance under 
the banner of de Gaulle? Had it not, later, supported a staunch anti-com
munist like Guy Mo11et? 
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French communists, like most communists, assumed that any genuine 
advance towards socialism could not occur without the leading role of the 
Communist Party. This was understandable. The socialists~ position was 
similar: they too assumed that the Union of the Left would be successful 
only if French socialists held all key positions of power. 

Whatever their reasons, it is now clear that Georges Marchais and his 
colleagues miscalculated. In the fifteen years between 1978 and 1993, the 
electoral support of the peF collapsed. Its fortunes became detached from 
those of the PS in the sense that, irrespective of the socialists' results, the 
PCP lost votes. Marchais obtained only I 5.; per cent at the presidential 
election of April-May 1981, while the previous PCF candidate, Jacques 
Duclos, had achieved a respectable 2. 1.5 per cent in 1969. The party obtained 
16.1 per cent at the subsequent general election Gune 1981), while the PS 
surged to 37 per cent; for the first time since the end of the war, the PCF 
registered a significant decline in working-class support in its heartland, the 
red belt of Paris.39 In 1984 the PCF failed to benefit from the difficulties of 
the PS, and obtained 11.2 per cent at the European election of 1984 and 9.8 
at the general election of 1986. Having sunk to a dismal 6.7 per cent at the 
presidential election of 1988, with their candidate Andre Lajoinie, the com
munists recovered slightly to 11.3 per cent at the general election of 1988, 
(marked by the return to power of the socialists), and 9.2. per cent at that of 
1993, with only twenty-three deputies elected (when the socialists were soundly 
defeated). In the twenty years between 1973 and 1993, the PCF's membership 
halved to around 300,000. As communism disappeared as a world force, the 
PCF, its name unchanged, appeared content to remain the expression of a 
radical working-class politics without a future. One of the many unforeseen 
consequences of the great 198 I victory of the French Left was that what, at 
the end of the Second World War, had been the strongest communist party 
in Western Europe, had, within the space of a few years~ lost over half of 
its national electorate and seen the end of its ideological influence. 4o 

Even after the 1978 break with the socialists, the PCF could not escape 
the constraints of the French electoral system. It was impossible for them 
not to support socialist candidates in the second round of elections. Mitter
rand knew this perfectly well and made sure, against the advice of many in 
his own party, to adopt a platform which the PCF could not avoid supporting 

for example, by making the minimum wage of 2.,400 francs the basis of his 
1978 campaign.41 In the 198 I second round of the presidential election, 
Marchais had to instruct his supporters to vote for Mitterrand. 

Cunningly, Mitterrand exploited Rocard's attempt to become the socialist 
presidential candidate in 198 I by allowing the former 'revolutionary' leader 
of the PSU, now the darling of moderate social democracy and the media, 
to occupy the space of the never triumphant anti~communist Left, formerly 
occupied by Mollet and Defferre. The PCF, like the CERES, had no choice. 
It had to support Mitterrand and the Programme commtln against Rocard. 
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Deprived of a credible strategy, the PCF was trapped in a complex political 
web beyond its control. 

The votes of the PCF were crucial to the victory of the socialists; but 
since the latter had a majority of the seats, its parliamentary support was 
unnecessary. With an eye to the future, Mitterrand conceded the PCF four 
ministerial posts of the forty-four available in the 198 I government: 
transport, public administration, health and training. In historical perspective 
this was no mean achievement. With the exception of Portugal in the throes 
of the anti-fascist revolution of 1974-75, and peripheral Finland and Iceland, 
it was the first time that communists had occupied ministerial seats in Western 
Europe since the beginning of the Cold War. It was the PCF's third experience 
of power. During the Popular Front of 1936-38 - when they did not occupy 
ministerial positions - and the period 1944-47) the PCF was in the ascendant, 
having increased its electoral support. In 198 I, however, it had declined to 
the percentage of the vote obtained in 1936.42 

The four communist ministers participated loyally and efficiently in the 
tasks of government particularly in the first two years while being 
completely marginalized by the socialists. They enjoyed only the nominal 
support of their party, which refused to develop a strategy for government. 
The four ministers sat there, in the cabinet room, as tolerated outsiders, the 
ears and eyes of a party which had no trust in the government. 

The PCF kept its distance from the government, hoping to condition its 
activities from outside, from the streets and the factories, by mobilizing the 
masses. But the masses no longer followed them. The peF, which prided 
itself like the PCI on being a party of struggle and of government, was 
neither. Finally, in 1984, having lost considerable support at the European 
elections, it refused to back the new government of Laurent Fabius, and 
ordered its reluctant ministers to leave the government, thus liberating the 
socialists from an alliance which was becon1ing useless and embarrassing. 

Not without relish, the PCF resumed its traditional wait-and-see attitude 
(the position of classical social democracy in the era of the Second Inter
national). The explanatory scheme underlying it was the belief that the 
economic crisis which was overtaking France and Europe would create the 
conditions for the reawakening of the ideas of socialism. Seldom has a political 
force been so extraordinarily blind to everything that happened. Seldom has 
the refusal to think become so distinguishing a characteristic of a political 
party. 

Many inside the party, who had hoped that the PCF would be able to 
contribute to the expansion of the Left in France, saw the withdrawal as a 
defeat. It was the final straw and they decided to leave what had become an 
increasingly unpopular party.43 An exodus of great and small intellectuals and 
political activists - already alienated by the peF's support for the military 
takeover in Poland - left Marchais and his praetorian guards proudly at the 
helm of a foundering ship, without the intellectual cohorts which usually 
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imparted a certain eclat to the PCF,44 The communist renovateurs had failed 
miserably. They had not succeeded in influencing the PCF when they were 
in it, and did not succeed in replacing it after they left it. Solidly in control 
of his dwindling party, Marchais had as his remaining priority electoral survival 
- not an easy task, since participation in government had done nothing to 
stop the haemorrhage of votes.45 Despite its revolutionary rhetoric, the PCF 
was as obsessed with its electoral standing as the most 'reformist' of political 
parties. 

As the 198 I elections approached, the Left offered a strange spectacle. 
Though no longer united, both sides, communists and socialists, purported 
to stand squarely on the Programme commun; yet each accused the other of 
having abandoned it. Those socialists who wished to discard it for instance, 
Michel Rocard - had been marginalized. The 'Italianization' of the PCF, seen 
by many as a precondition for its entry into a future left-wing government, 
had been brutally interrupted. Unlike his Italian counterpart Enrico Berlinguer, 
Marchais had supported the largely pro-Soviet Portuguese Communist Party, 
approved of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and refused to condemn the 
coup d'etat of General Wojciech Jaruzelski in Poland. Yet Mitterrand declined 
to move to the right. The Projet Soci~/iste pour fa France des annees So, drafted 
by the CERES, was an advanced marxisant document, overtly competing with 
the communists even on terrain long vacated by the majority of the West 
European Left.46 

Prqjet Socia/iste was probably the longest document produced in those years 
by a party of the Left or, indeed, by any party. In 371 pages it depicted 
the context facing the socialists: the great crises of contemporary society -
the crises of values, of capitalism, of bureaucratic societies, of Giscatd's 
France. It sought to conflate many of the analyses of left~wing intellectuals 
fashionable at the time with an absorption of the mood of May 1968.47 
Authority in all its forms - not just capitalist authority - was being 
challenged. 48 The old SFIO 'third force' motif of equidistance between 
communism and capitalism, though openly denounced, re-entered through 
the back door in the guise of a struggle against all bureaucratic societies.49 

Yet the main enemy, in practical terms, was US capitalism and not the USSR, 
whose tanks were unlikely - the document pointed out - to advance on Paris 
as they had on Prague.50 What is perhaps the most striking element of the 
Projet was the pervasive mood of optimism. It wore its radicalism with great 
panache, like someone who is certain that their hour has finally come. All 
the problenls and issues of the contemporary world \vere listed with the 
assurance that they could be resolved: inequality, working conditions, the 
emancipation of women, the plight of the Third World, technological progress, 
alienation, bureaucracy, the over-centralization of the French state and so on. 
The division into three parts, with their bold characterization, Comprendre
Vottloir-Agir, perfectly illustrates the rationalist schema presented (the English 
translation - to understand, to will, to act - fails to convey the self-assurance 
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of the original). This faith, this trust in the capacity to change things, this 
optimism was what united all the factions of the Left, and distinguished the 
banners of the socialists before and during the 198 I campaign. This was 
what inspired the dancing in the streets in May 1981. Mitterrand's polished 
rhetoric captured the mood as he entered the Elysee Palace: 

To have great designs is the privilege of great nations. In today's world there can 
be no greater exigency for our country than to forge a new alliance between 
socialism and freedom and no greater ambition than to be able to offer it to 
tomorrow's world ... May 10, 198 I has seen only one victor, Hope. 51 

As a party programme the Prqjet Socialiste, because of its sheer length and 
complexity, was a failure - the sort of document which loyal socialists would 
buy, but not read. Its tnain function was internal: it symbolized the determina
tion of the PS to maintain a high left-wing profile and to isolate Rocard and 
his followets. It announced loudly that the aim of the Socialist Party was the 
transformation of the structures of society, 'to liberate Man and Woman'.52 
Its task was not to improve the capitalist system, but to create a new one.53 

The party openly appealed to 

simple but strong sentiments: resistance against injustice, human dignity and 
human solidarity, love of truth, faith in humanity and its potentiat the taste for 
great enterprises and, above all, for the greatest of them all: to free the workers 
from age-old oppression and to provide all those who are exploited, men and 
women, with the instruments for their own self-emancipation. 54 

But that was like a flaming torch with no path to shine on. Once the Prqjet 
had been approved, it was quickly forgotten. Mitterrand did not use it in his 
198 I presidential campaign, preferring his own more moderate and lnuch 
shorter 110 Propositions. ss 

Thus the French socialists entered the electoral fray with an unusually 
large set of programmatic documents: the Programme commtttl, the Quinze theses 
sur /'alltogestion, the Prq/et Socia/isle and Mitterrand's 110 Propositions. This was 
capped by a particularly enticing slogan: Vlvre mieux, changer /a vie (loosely 
translatable as 'Let's live better, let's change our lives'). This surfeit of promises 
and analyses consolidated the image of the Socialist Party as a modernizing 
force which had well understood the dire economic situation (comprendre) and 
was willing and ready to act accordingly (voNloir and agir). Its greatest ally was 
the recession facing the country and the rest of Europe in 198 I. This 
recession, which had militated against the chances of victory for the German 
SPD in 1982 and for the British Labour Party in 1979, worked, this time, in 
favour of the Left. An added bonus was the division of the Right between 
the old Gaullists, led by Jacques Chirac, and the ptesident, Giscard d'Estaing, 
who was deeply unpopular, having failed like so many others to deliver 
low inflation or to contain unemployment. Giscard d'Estaing's personal 
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arrogance was not justified, as Schmidt's might have been, by any personal 
success in achieving anything of note. His promises of greater participation 
and greater modernization floated on the waves of political logorrhea. 

In his campaign Mitterrand stressed the most popular of the Left's de
mands: longer holidays, earlier retirement, shorter working week, an increase 
in the minimum wage.56 But more important than these promises was the 
fact that a sufficient number of French voters believed that the election of 
a socialist president would not destabilize the country. A new government 
was both credible and possible. In the first round Giscard obtained 28.3 per 
cent, Mitterrand 25.8 per cent, Chirac 18 per cent, and Marchais 15.3 per 
cent. In the second round Mitterrand inherited most of Marchais' votes and 
a sizeable proportion of the Gaullists', to beat Giscard by 51.75 per cent to 
48.24. He quickly capitalized on his victory by appointing a new government, 
dissolving Parliament and calling for new elections. 

The parliamentary landslide which resulted the PS secured 70 per cent 
of the seats (that is, %69 against the PCF's 44 and the 144 of the combined 
Right) - provided the French socialists with the most unassailable parlia
mentary majority any Left party had obtained anywhere in Europe since 
1945. They were helped in this achievement by the lack of proportionality in 
the second round of the French electoral system. In the first round, when 
voters cast their ballot for the party they really support, before picking the 
one they dislike the least in the second t the PS obtained 37.5 per cent still 
one of the lowest scores reached by any socialist party in Western Europe. 
The PS had won, but as Pierre Mauroy, prime minister between 1981 and 
1984, admitted with hindsight: this was more a defeat of the Right than a 
victory of the Left.57 

France had once again, as so often in the course of its history, become 
the testing ground for a major political experiment. What was at stake was 
an attempt to repeat the Attlee experience in far less conducive economic 
and political circumstances. What was being tested was the celebrated doctrine 
of national sovereignty, which so many socialists throughout Europe had 
espoused since the end of the Second World War: those who had captured 
state power, and hence sovereignty, had all the instruments at their disposal 
for the radical transformation of the country. Here we had a political party, 
the Parti socialiste, in charge of one of the most powerful and richest 
countries in Europe, its parliamentary majority overwhelming, and further 
buttressed by the partial support of forty-four communists who would be 
unable to vote against any recognizably left-wing measure. As if this was not 
enough, it disposed, in the person of the president, of the most powerful 
instruments of individual power in any democratic country outside of the 
USA. The French president, elected by the people for seven years, could not 
be ousted by anyone. The constitution, created by de Gaulle, had been devised 
to concentrate power in the presidency, not to restrain presidential power as 
in the USA. Unlike the Federal Republic of Germany or the USA, France 
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was a centralist country. What Paris decided would be transmitted and 
enforced throughout the departments by its centrally appointed prefects. 

The socialists also inherited a strong state machine, well-oiled by excellent 
civil servants desirous of continuing in the Colbertian tradition of state 
interventionism, and an ideology of planning more favourable to socialist 
ideas than the laissezfaire obsessions prevailing in Britain. Most civil servants 
had been appointed by previous governments, but French political leaders 
enjoy a spoils system not unlike that of the USA, with various mechanisms 
for replacing untrustworthy characters with friends and comrades. There 
were limits, of course, in that some degree of competence is usually desirable. 
Given that as many leading socialist (and some communist) supporters held 
positions of prestige in the humanities and social sciences, and many others 
were school-teachers or magistrates, while left-wing generals and businessmen 
were comparatively rare, the Defence Ministry was left virtually unchanged, 
while the ministries of Justice, Education and Culture acquired a distinct red 
tint. 58 

The weakness of trade unions in France, where the degree of unionization 
was one of the lowest in Europe, was not a handicap for the Left. The last 
thing a socialist government needed was a strong organized labour movement 
it could not control. Of course, one could argue that the unions could have 
powerfully sustained the government, as they had done in 1936 and in 1945. 
But since the strongest union, the CGT, was communist-controlled, it was 
unlikely to be an uncritical supporter of the socialist government. 

Furthermore, the socialists inherited from their predecessors a radio and 
television system which had none of the political independence enjoyed by 
its British counterpart. De Gaulle, unable to gag the printed press, had made 
sure that only those willing and able to toe the line would be in charge of 
broadcasting. This habit \vas enthusiastically adopted by all his successors. 
The socialists had sinlply to pension off handsomely those journalists, 
producers and functionaries closely connected to the previous administration, 
and appoint those expected to be loyal to their new masters. S9 Thus, the 
socialists could enjoy the advantage of a favourable broadcasting system, 
until their deregulation policies allowed commercial interests to acquire their 
own radio and television networks. 

Finally, the new socialist government, unlike that in Britain, was not 
bound by any special relationship to the USA. It did not have the dis
advantage of a subservient role in international affairs, unlike the Italians; or 
suffer frotn a historical necessity to prove its reliability, unlike the Germans. 
Once again, the Gaullists had created a situation in which French external 
policy was dictated by perceived national interests. The Americans were 
worried by the presence of four communist ministers, but there was little 
they could do.60 They realized that, in terms of the zero-sum game of bipolar 
international diplomacy, they were unlikely to lose anything: after all, France 
was not even in the nlilitary structure of NATO. De Gaulle and his 
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successors had been no great friends of theirs. Mitterrand could hardly be 
more anti-American than the French Foreign Ministry had been for years. 
They could even hope that, to distance himself from the communists, Mitter
rand might consider a rapprochement with the USA. These hopes were not 
unfounded. President Mitterrand turned out to be more anti-Soviet and more 
pro-American than his predecessors, supporting Reagan's foreign policy in 
Europe and adding to the pressure on the German government to accept 
the installation of Cruise missiles, even though the SPD, once in opposition, 
had turned against this security policy.61 At no stage was Mitterrand con
strained by the PCF in assuming an anti-Soviet stance, unlike Leon Blum in 
1936 and Guy Mollet in 1945-47.62 The first authentically socialist govern
ment of France since the 1930S thus appeared all~powerful. It controlled all 
the institutions of state. It had no external enemies. It enjoyed great popular 
support. What did it do? 

When asked this question and they were incessantly socialist ministers 
answered: an increase in the purchasing power of the poorer strata; lowering 
of the retirement age; reduction in the working week; the development of 
workers' rights; decentralization; abolition of the death penalty. However, 
modern governments are judged, and ask to be judged, by their economic 
performance. The French socialists had acquired power in the aftermath of 
the second oil shock. They faced a long-term challenge - the economic 
modernization of France - and a short-term one the reorganization of 
production after the crises of the 19708. 

Both these challenges could be redefined in a single question, asked 
everywhere in Western Europe: what policies were required to return to full 
employment, growth and low inflation? 

The paradox is evident: what was expected of the first left-wing govern
ment since the Popular Front was a return to the benefits brought by the 
golden age of capitalism. The horizon of the thinkable had shrunk to a 
restoration of the past. To be sure, those who surrounded the socialist 
president in the feverish days of June 198 I were determined to show that, 
in order for prosperity to return, it was necessary to change the management 
of the economy. The decentralized nature of capitalist decision-making had 
to be replaced by a far more overt mechanism of political intervention. That 
was the distinctive alternative offered by socialists. 

The problem was that the Left had not devised a novel strategy for 
economic rejuvenation. It had one substantial economic theory, I<eynesianism, 
and one substantial instrument, the state. Consequently, it is not surprising 
that the first measures of the new government consisted of a massive boost 
to demand through an increase in wages, pensions and other household 
incomes, with the aim of creating a demand-led boom, coupled with 
nationalization of the 'commanding heights' of the economy (banks and 
large firms), to create a sustained investment boom. I<eynesian reflation and 
public ownership were thus the twin pillars of Mitterrand's strategy. 
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These measures were not dictated solely by economic necessity. They 
responded to political expectations largely generated by the promises con
tained in the Programme commun and the various manifestos underwritten by 
the Left. Many socialist ministers genuinely wanted to break with capitalism. 
Many felt that it was necessary to proceed speedily, and achieve much in the 
first hundred days in office, or at most in the first six months. 63 Mitterrand, 
it was generally accepted - nor did he ever deny it had only the haziest 
notion of economic policy. But he knew he had been elected on a platform 
of radical change. He knew that he had to offer the electorate a distinct 
programme. Electoral promises, at least initially, are a powerful constraint. A 
newly elected government feels it must fulfil its pledges and maintain the 
momentum. A more prudent, if cynical, approach would suggest the opposite: 
ignore all promises at first in order to create an economic framework which 
will make the fulfilment of promises possible. In other words, do your dirty 
work as early and as quickly as possible: 'If it were done when 'tis done then 
'twere well it were done quickly.' Thus, it would have been preferable to start 
off the socialist term with a massive devaluation of the franc (instead of 
being forced to do so in three painful instalments between the end of 198 I 
and the first quarter of 1983 - see below), particularly since international 
speculation against the franc had started even before Pierre Mauroy was 
installed as prime minister in the Hotel Matignon.64 Ho\vever, such early 
devaluation appeared to the government to be incompatible with the demand
led growth promised during the electoral campaign ~ a promise made by all 
candidates for the presidency irrespective of parties.65 The socialists, like 
Harold Wilson in the 19605, allowed themselves to become mesmerized by 
the need to keep a 'strong' currency, an apparent symbol of financial rectitude. 
They also believed themselves to be constrained by France's membership of 
the European Monetary System. It was important that the crucial aspect of 
French foreign policy - the Paris-Bonn axis - be preserved; consequently, it 
was important not to allow the Germans to remain the only supporters of 
the system. Attali's diaries inform us that when Helmut Schmidt (who would 
have preferred Giscard to win) met Mitterrand on 2.4 May J 981, it was to 
convince him that Franco-German relations required monetary solidarity as 
well as French support for the installation of Pershing missiles in Germany. 
It was clear that French exchange rate policy was always carefully co-ordinated 
and negotiated with the Germans.66 Mauroy wrote with Gallic bravado: 'one 
does not salute the victory of the Left with a devaluation" adding that France 
had to respect its international commitments: 'Unlike our predecessors I 
shall defend the franc.'67 The archaic notion of equating a strong currency 
with a strong economy was particularly pronounced among the rural petty 
bourgeoisie of France and had contaminated the middle classes. The socialists' 
gravest mistake was to allow themselves to be restrained by this financial 
absurdity, whose origin can be traced to the backward and anti-capitalist 
habits of French peasants stuffing their mattresses with gold coins. In this 
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instance, Marx had not been entirely wrong when he lambasted the 'idiocy 
of rural life'. 

Others learned from the socialists' errors. As we have seen, the Swedish 
social democrats launched into a competitive devaluation of the krona as 
soon as they returned to power in 1982 under Olaf Palme. In Spain, one of 
the first acts of the socialists led by Felipe Gonzalez was to devalue the 
peseta by 8 per cent. Both accompanied these measures with an austerity 
programme. 

In France no one would have understood the need for this. Socialists and 
communists were united by a COInman desire to combat unemployment, 
public enemy number one. Accordingly, the government initiated one of the 
most vigorous anti-unemployment packages in Western Europe even though 
unemployment in France was less serious than in Britain, Belgium, Italy and 
Holland. The training system, early retirement schemes, and encouragement 
to hire young workers and women, all initiated under the previous govern
ment, were extended and reinforced by the Mauroy administration.68 Public 
sector employment was expanded. The working day was cut on the assump
tion that this was an effective way of reducing unemployment. In fact, the 
effect on unemployment was minimal: there was an increase in productivity 
and no loss of production.69 The initial goal of the government, in accordance 
with its commitments, was the reduction of the working week to thirty-five 
hours by 1985. After a few weeks in power, Mauroy linked this to gains in 
productivity. By September 198 I, while insisting that a reduction in working 
hours was the best way of creating new jobs, he explained that it had to be 
accompanied by a 'sharing of income', meaning that a corresponding cut in 
salary had to be expected. As the communists protested, the government by
passed a parliamentary debate by using the procedure of ordinances and, on 
16 January 1982, the legal working week was reduced to thirty-nine hours. 
Employers responded by reducing salaries by 2.5 per cent.70 For a work
sharing policy to be successful, it is necessary to accompany the reduction 
in working time with a flexible working week and a clearly growth-oriented 
policy. Simply to cut hours and leave the rest to the market will have little 
effect on unemployment. 71 

All these measures ensured that French unemployment increased at a 

lower rate than it did in many other West European countries, such as 
Germany and the United I<ingdom. They did not achieve what the socialists 
wanted and people expected - namely, an absolute diminution in the numbers 
of people out of work. In May 1981, there were 1,794,000 unemployed in 
France; in October, there were 1,8 r 8,000. By May 1982 the numbers had 
risen to 2,005,000.72 

Socialist reflation in the years 1981 and 1982 took the following form: the 
minimum wage (SMIC or Salaire Minimum Interindtlstriel de Croissance) was raised 
by 10.6 per cent, increasing in real terms between June 1981 and March 1983 
(the beginning of austerity) by 38 per cent, with some spill-over effects on 
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all other wages; the basic housing subsidy and family allowances were in
creased by around 50 per cent; the minimum old-age pension was raised by 
40 per cent in real terms.73 Paid vacations were increased from four to five 
weeks, the age of retirement lowered to sixty (April 1983), and early retirement 
schemes introduced.74 

In France social security is not funded "by direct and indirect taxes, but by 
a special levy paid by employers and employees. To increase this special 
budget (4.5 per cent of GNP), the government increased more than pro
portionately the levy paid by large firms.75 This constituted an obvious threat 
to employment and investment, so the government followed the Swedish 
and Austrian model of increasing public sector employment. In its first 
eighteen months in power, the government created between 105,000 and 
110,000 jobs in the public sector.76 The creation of employment by this 
route, which neo-liberals find so distasteful, is the cheapest and surest way 
of fighting unemployment. It has been calculated that the cost of this is four 
times lower than job creation in the private sector by budgetary expansion.77 

In February 1982 the government nationalized thirty-nine banks, two 
finance houses and five large industrial corporations, ranging from engineer
ing, electronics and pharmaceuticals to glass, computers and chemicals. This 
had been repeatedly promised and had long been an article of faith among 
communists and traditional socialists. They were, unavoidably, included in 
the first package of measures. This symbolized the left-wing commitment of 
the government, and kept the Left, whether the CERES faction or the PCF, 
loyal to it. Mitterrand, personally indifferent to nationalization, fought against 
those like Jacques Delors (who was then the finance minister), Michel Rocard 
and Claude Cheysson, who tried to backtrack or water down the proposals. 
He could not have done otherwise. He was the guarantor of the Programme 
commttn and of the unity of the Socialist Party. No one was in any doubt that 
the expansion of the public sector was determined more by these political 
requirements than by any coherent economic strategy. The nationalization of 
the banking sector might have paved the way for a more rational credit 
system. This had been the main intention of the socialists.78 However, the 
thirty-nine newly nationalized banks were simply annexed to an already 
existing state banking sector (60 per cent of the total), which had always 
behaved as if it were private. This enlarged public sector was not provided 
with a new mode of regulation.79 The state had spent a considerable amount 
of money, but it did not appear to know what to do with this new instrument. 
It merely satisfied the left-wing desire to get hold of the entire financial 
sector. Nevertheless, opportunistic politics was not the only motivation behind 
nationalization. Although, originally, nationalizations had been planned in 
order to 'break with capitalism', Pierre Mauroy emphasized other priorities: 
to give a greater impetus to industrial growth; to achieve a sorely needed 
restructuring of the economy; to create jobs; to stimulate investo1ent; and to 
advance towards economic democracy. There is no doubt that there were 
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some sound economic motives behind the extension of the public sector. 
Corporations such as Rhone-Poulenc (chemicals and pharmaceuticals), and 
Pechiney-Ugine-I<uhlman (chemicals, pharmaceuticals, copper and aluminium), 
simply did not have the necessary finance with which to restructure them
selves. In other cases, single ownership permitted a more rational division of 
the available market (the Compagnie Generale d'Electricite and Thomson in 
e1ectronics).80 

But what was also at stake was a socialist version of economic nationalism 
and of the national interest. To allow large companies to remain in private 
hands is to accept that they might be bought by foreigners. Nationalization 
is the surest way to prevent this from happening. The transformation of a 
publicly quoted company into a national asset stops outsiders from acquiring 
control.S1 To have saved large French enterprises from a foreign takeover 
was described by Laurent Fabius, speaking in 1984, as one of the great 
achievements of nationalization.82 

The national road to socialism pursued by the PS rested on a definite 
sense that the internationalization of the economy had to be prevented. It 
also closely corresponded to a public anxiety far more prevalent in France 
than elsewhere: the fear that France, its culture, its industries, its way of life 
would increasingly be shaped by the globalization of the world and, in 
particular, by the Americans (or, as the French prefer to put it, les anglo
saxons). Such foreboding did not affect other European nations to the same 
extent. Most were too small to have any illusions. Italy'S inferiority complex 
made it welcome a greater homogeneity with the advanced world, even at 
the cost of an identity crisis. Germany's need to forget its past made any 
kind of nationalism, even a cultural one, an international issue. Britain's 
national anxiety centred on denying its European identity; internationalization 
was seen as preferable, particularly if under the tolerable hegemony of its 
uncouth, but English~speaking, trans-Atlantic cousins. France alone stubbornly 
defended its national culture and its national industry - both increasingly 
unable to compete internationally. French socialism, unlike that of Britain or 
Germany, can legitimately claim to be the inheritor of a national revolutionary 
tradition. 

Economic and cultural policies were intimately linked, to an extent un
imaginable in other countries. This explains the exceptionally high cultural 
profile of the first socialist government. Mitterrand himself never disguised 
his intellect, his passion for books. His official photograph, destined to be 
hung, as tradition demands, in all the town halls of France, showed the 
president reading, a book-lined wall behind him. Half of his ministers had 
written books. Most of them had been teachers. s3 Jack Lang, the minister of 
culture, was a prominent some would even say the most prominent 
member of the government, certainly the most flamboyant. His ministry was 
promptly colonized by the intellectuals of the Left, many of whom had been 
conspicuous during the May 1968 events, or such international celebrities of 
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the Left as Regis Dehray, who had been at Che Guevara's side in Bolivia.84 

Mitterrand's closest adviser was not an eminence grise spinning webs in the 
corridors of the Elysee, but the colourful and highly visible Jacques Attali, 
economist, philosopher, novelist, maItre a penser for some, mountebank on 
the make for others. Cultural policy was not merely a question of slashing 
the art budget, as in Britain, or deciding which clientele to subsidize as in 
Italy - but a defence and extension of national culture. Leaving this to the 
private sector, it was feared, would transform France into a dependency of 
the USA: more stylish and polished than its trans-Atlantic paragon, perhaps, 
but a dependency nevertheless. Having doubled the cultural budget in 1982" 
the socialists built on the achievements of their predecessors, who had erected 
the Centre Pompidou, the Beaubourg (conceived by world-famous British 
architects, whose own plans received little public or royal support in Britain 

French cultural nationalism was not always chauvinist). lVIitterrand, whose 
cultural mandate had a Renaissance outlook, established the Musee d'Orsay, 
built a new opera house at the Bastille, expanded the Louvre, adorning its 
courtyard with a glass pyranlid of stunning beauty, developed the vast rect
angular Arche de la Defense, and laid the foundations of a new national 
library, promptly baptized La Tres Grande Bibliotheque. The problem with the 
cultural policy of the socialists was that it was always an 'arts policy', destined 
to make more high culture available to those who already had access to it.8s 

By deregulating television without a corresponding policy for the production 
of good quality popular culture, the socialists opened the door to a massive 
import of foreign - generally American - works of fiction of inferior quality, 
cheap home-made chat-shows and games prograolmes, and the erection of 
Disneyland in the outskirts of Paris (a commercial failure, eloquent testitTIony 
that not all cultural garbage is profitable). 

Nevertheless, at least in the first phase (1981-82), there was no divide 
between the 'national-cultural' policy and the nationalization of the leading 
banks and industries, just as the enthusiastic development of technological 
gadgetry happily co-existed with the strength of the lobbies defending France's 
cultural products. The Programme COtJltl1ttn and the Prqjet Socialiste displayed an 
obsessive insistence on the need to defend national independence, as if France 
stood alone and pristine, surrounded by multinational barbaric hordes poised 
to destroy the uniqueness of its industries and its culture. The further one 
travelled to the left in the Parti socialiste, the more one encountered a peculiar 
brand of left-wing nationalistic socialism which, elsewhere in Europe, could 
only be found in the British Labour Party, and then in a more restrained 
fornl. Jean-Piert'e Chevenelnent, the most articulate representative of this 
tendency, exclaimed in 198;: 

I may be labelled a nationalist but I think that France and the French must rely 
more on themselves and less on the unlikely good will of Mr. Reagan or Mr. 
,Kohl. We must return to the French the pride of being French! ." the nation is 
the only possible framework for democracy. The Republ.ic was born under the 
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rallying cry of Vive fa nation ... either French socialism follows the traditions of 
the Republic or it will perish.86 

In presenting nationalization as a 'national' policy, the socialists were trying, 
not unsuccessfully, to drape their economic policy with the tricolour, in the 
hope of uniting not only socialists and communists, but also conservatives. 
The real aim of the nationalizations of 198 I ~82 was not so much to pave the 
way for the transition to socialism as to save and modernize French capital
ism.87 If this had been made explicit, instead of being described as the last 
act of folly of moribund West European socialism, the 1982 nationalizations 
would have been hailed as a pro-capitalist strategy. Sober analysis convincingly 
points to the success of this policy in bringing about a beneficial restructuring 
of much of the French manufacturing sector.88 

One of the central aims of the government was that the increase in 
investment in the expanded public sector should induce a similar expansion 
in the private sector. The 'problem' with capitalism is that entrepreneurs 
insist on achieving some return on their investments something socialists 
were apt to forget. The government only partially succeeded in creating an 
environment in which adequate profits could be obtained. Many of its 
measures resulted in higher labour costs and a profit squeeze, though pur
chasing power and consumer demand were, of course, increased. Increasing 
consumer demand was a popular move, and it was only to be expected that 
a socialist government \vould seek to improve the incomes of the poorer 
sections of society. Nevertheless, this would not necessarily increase the 
demand for consumer goods made by French industry. Only indirectlY, and in 
the longer term, would this policy affect the demand for capital goods, and 
then only provided the consumer goods industry had not exhausted its 
stocks.89 Moreover, French firms, already uncompetitive because of high 
labour costs, were heavily in debt.90 To expand they needed to borrow, which 
was expensive, since interest rates had to be kept high in response to high 
US interest rates. Thus, French firms were not in a position to take advantage 
of the government-sponsored reflation. In spite of a brief recovery in 198o, 
the level of industrial investment inherited from Giscard d'Estaing was 9 per 
cent below that of 1974.91 Plant and machinery were old. French firms had 
to absorb the two oil shocks with very little help from the governments of 
the Right. As France had become increasingly exposed to foreign trade during 
the thirty glorious years, its industries had become less competitive and the 
domestic market was succumbing to foreign imports.92 France was far more 
constrained by international factors than Germany, let alone Japan.93 To put 
it another way: Mitterrand's predecessors had left French capitalism in a 
poor state; the socialists had found themselves in charge of a highly inefficient 
and retnarkably uncompetitive private sector. The much criticized reflation 
stopped the French economy from going into recession in 1981-82. If it 
had, it would probably have lost some 320,000 more jobs than it did lose and 
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suffered an even worse trade balance in 1982 and 1983.94 Had the French 
elected a laisse:cfaire neo-liberal government, as the British did in 1979, its 
n1anufacturing sector would have collapsed for ever, as the British has done. 
Once again, the salvation of capitalism was in socialist hands. 

Some socialists, notably Jacques Delors, had been quite aware that French 
firms, unlike German ones, were reluctant to invest during the second half 
of the 1 970s. 9S This would have required an industrial policy that was more, 
rather than less, interventionist. However, as is often the case, most socialists 
had an exaggerated opinion of the strength of capitalism. Finally, the purchas
ing power of private consun1ers - which had grown more than production 
- was mainly spent on imports, such as cars and electrical goods. French 
socialist reflation was of greater benefit to the Germans and the Japanese 
than to French industrialists. As a consequence, the trade deficit spiralled 
upwards from 60 billion francs in 198 I to 92.7 billion in 1982.96 

One of the problems with socialist reflation was that it relied excessively 
on the individual decisions of consumers and private capitalists. A tougher, 
more state-centred economic policy, aimed at containing individual con~ 
sumption in favour of extensive spending on infrastructure, would have had 
a greater effect, though it would not have been popular. Furthermore, an 
investment-oriented policy required the co-operation of the private sector. 
Yet the international situation was extremely unfavourable to new investment, 
due to the enormous increase in the price of raw materials (not only oil), 
ceaseless fluctuation in currencies, and contracting demand. The French 
assumed that they could, if they so wished, achieve a rate of growth much 
higher than that of their trading partners, even though this meant French 
imports rising faster than exports. The gamble did not pay off.97 The USA 
and the UI< had been in the throes of deflation since at least 1979, and were 
joined by West Germany in 1980. France was the exception, not only because 
it reBated when others deflated, but also because its reflation was detero1ined 
by the political will of its leaders, rather than by the industrial possibilities 
of the country.98 This had precipitated inflation which, by 1982, was twice 
that of France's main competitor, Germany. French inflation had been largely 
French-induced. The international recession contributed to the difficulties 
facing the French socialists. It did not create them. 

Before 1979 the USA had facilitated worldwide expansionary strategies 
through a cheap money policy. After the second oil shock, in October 1979, 
the USA abandoned any attempt to control interest rates in favour of fiscal 
expansion and a tight money policy. This brought about an unprecedented 
increase in interest rates. The dollar appreciated in value and, because of its 
importance in international trade, most other West European countries had 
to follow suit and return to very high interest rates. France at first refrained, 
but was soon compelled to conforn1 so as to avoid massive outflows of 
capital and a devaluation that threatened to be even lnore dramatic than the 
ones which did occur.99 
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Could socialists have gone against the grain? Mitterrand has sometimes 
been referred to as 'the Florentine' for his Machiavellian cunning in the art 
of politics. Yet it appears that he did not heed Machiavelli's advice: 'I believe 
that success arises to a Prince whose policies fit the nature of the times, and 
conversely failure will befall those who are out of step with the times,' Would 
the policies of the socialists have been successful had the international 
situation been more favourable? Most commentators take it for granted that 
the answer would be yes. Yet one should pause for reflection. A major 
international recovery would work to the advantage of everyone involved in 
international trade, but not in the same way. The more internationally com
petitive firms would do better than the rest. If it is true that French firms 
were not very competitive - with the honourable exception of those operating 
in luxury goods, in low technology kitchen equipment (Moulinex), and in 
'yuppy' goods (Perrier) - then even the 'favourable' international scenario 
would not benefit French capitalism. lOo The trade gap with the Germans and 
the Japanese would grow even further. Thus, it is not possible for socialists 
to disregard the key question: how can socialists make their own capitalism 
more viable? 

Why did the socialists embark upon reflation in such an unpromising 
situation? Clearly, not enough attention was paid to the dismal state of the 
French economy even though, throughout the electoral campaign of 198 I, 

the socialists accused their opponents of economic ineptitude. The Barre 
government had already dropped its austerity policy and initiated a reflation, 
offering the electorate considerable bribes in the form of increased pensions, 
social benefits and cash relief to farmers. Thus, when the socialists came to 
power, the French economy was already being stimulated. In the spring of 
1981, there was considerable agreement among economic experts - including 
the OECD, the EEe and the leading French forecasting institutes - that 
Europe was poised for a substantial recovery. 101 The OECD, in particular, 
forecast a 2 per cent growth in GNP, sufficient to cover France's trade 
deficit. 102 But all these forecasts turned out to be totally wrong: far from 
expanding, the world economy contracted in 1982 when, instead of the 
expected 4-6 per cent expansion, world trade remained stationary. This only 
confirms the view that the main difference between modern economic 
forecasting and reading the entrails of slaughtered goats is that the former 
is more expensive (though kinder to goats). To argue that the French socialist 
government should have refrained from expanding is to be wise after the 
event. A newly elected government, victorious after decades in opposition or 
at the margins of power, sustained by the hopes and expectations not only 
of its supporters but of a wide segment of the electorate, backed by the 
forecasts of the most prestigious economists, could hardly have done the 
opposite of what it was elected to do, on the nlorrow of its victory. Some 

like Michel Rocard - had presciently warned their socialist comrades that 
reflation on its own was not enough. He argued that the productive system, 
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public and private, had to be able to respond to the increase in demand, and 
that you could not be a I<eynesian in an economy which was no longer 
I<eynesian. 103 Lionel Jospin, close supporter of Mitterrand and no friend of 
Rocard, later admitted that Rocard had been right all along) but argued that 
Rocard's strategy would not have united the Left in 1981 and would not have 
won the elections. 104 Jacques Julliatd, a Rocard supporter, concurred: the 
'archaic' Common Programme was necessary to obtain the support of the 
PCF and win the elections. lOS But Rocard's unheeded advice reflected not so 
much a superior understanding of economic realities as a profound dis
agreement with the idea, then dominant in the PS, that it was possible to 
'break with capitalism'. It is because Rocard had a more realistic (and 
pessimistic) political appraisal of the chances of socialism's success that he 
opted for what turned out to be the more accurate economic forecast. 

For this reflation to work, it would have been necessary either to insulate 
the French economy from the international economic system, or to achieve 
a simultaneous reflation in the other advanced countries. The first condition 
was absurd, although some of Mitterrand's advisers, as well as powerful 
ministers such as Jean-Pierre Chevenement and Pierre Beregovoy and the 
PCF, suggested a disengagement from European integration by abandoning 
the exchange rate mechanism. l06 The second never materialized. A co
ordinated reflation might have done the trick, but Mitterrand's plea at the 
Versailles summit of the Group of Seven countries in June 1982 was ig
nored. lo7 On the contrary, 1982 witnessed a particularly severe international 
recession and a marked increase in American interest rates, which inflated 
the value of the dollar. French exports became even less competitive and the 
franc was consequently devalued three times (October 1981, June 1982 and 
March 1983) - on the last occasion as part of an overall realignment of the 
currencies belonging to the European Monetary System. This was not enough 
to contain the deficit and, as the French government had no means with 
which to compel the US to lower interest rates, it was forced to perform a 
U-turn in economic policy in order to arrest the reflation. 'Socialist' deflation 
followed socialist reflation. France was squeezed between a dirigiste domestic 
economic strategy and a neo-liberal foreign economic policy, the latter rapidly 
overwhelming the former and dictating the realignment of the country - and 
particularly its rate of inflation with the requirements of the international 
economic system. 

In June 1982 fa rupture with previous policies began. The struggle against 
inflation, not unemployment, became the priority. \X'ages and prices were 
frozen, in spite of vociferous communist resistance. Public spending was cut. 
Workers' social security contributions were increased. Benefits were cut in 
real terms. It was the beginning of a break - as elsewhere in Europe - with 
the tradition of universal social protection by the state. Hospitals began to 
impose 'hotel' charges. Some medicines were no longer free. Elements of 
national insurance were transferred to non-state agencies. lOS As these measures 
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were insufficient, further deflationary cuts followed in the spring of 1983, 
leading to austerity measures reversing many of the policies of the I981-8z 
phase. The re-equilibrium of the balance of payments joined inflation as a 
government priority. The prime minister, Pierre Mauroy, declared: 'If the 
French resign themselves to living with an inflation of twelve per cent, then 
they should know that because of our economic interdependence with Ger· 
many, we will be led into a situation of imbalance.'109 

Devaluation, containment of wages and a more favourable international 
situation (a fall in interest rates) provided some of the supply-side conditions 
for investment. Exports improved in 1983-85, but the austerity policy had 
dampened domestic demand, discouraging investment. 

The unions, divided and weak, were in no position to oppose the turn to 
the right of the government. Inside the government, the Left appeared 
soundly defeated. The left-wing minister for health Nicole Questiaux resigned, 
rather than be demoted. Jean-Pierre Chevenement, leader of the CERES, 
who had been minister of research and technology (1981-82) and then of 
Industry (1981.-83), resigned in 198} - though he returned to the cabinet in 
1984 as education minister. In July 1984 Pierre Mauroy, the foremost 
representative of socialist tradition, was replaced by Laurent Fabius, a young 
Mitterrand protege. As a result, the four communist ministers were withdrawn 
by the PCP, in the erroneous belief that the despondency on the Left would 
work to its advantage. There was nothing traumatic or unexpected about this 
divorce. By 1984, communists and socialists at all levels had reverted to 
holding highly negative views of each other. 110 A year later, at the Central 
Committee of his party aune 1985), Georges Marchais relapsed into his old 
sectarian act: 'What Capital wants ... is what this Socialist government does.'ll1 

There was more than a grain of truth in this ancient gibe. Socialists did 
all they could to demonstrate to financial circles that they were pursuing 
economic policies not substantially different from those of the Right. Their 
U-turn was widely welcomed as a return to 'realism' by the increasingly 
numerous intellectuals who wanted a Left without socialism: 'The Left', wrote 
a journalist in one of the many instant books of the time, 

has finally become realistic once again. The Left has definitively chosen to manage 
capitalism and must draw the intellectual and cultural consequences ... If one 
agrees with this, the historical task of the Left must be redefined thus: it is the 
modernization of French society which is the order of the day, not its radical 
transformation. \ 12 

The Patti Socialiste hardly needed such prompting. Relatively free from com
munist pressure, it was able to insist more openly on what had been its 
underlying ideology all along: modernization - including 'Euro-modernization' 
as an alternative to autarchic, PeF-style modernization and the need to 
regulate the mixed economy. To give up the ambition of abolishing capitalism, 
however, is not much of a strategy. Modernization as a slogan sounds 
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appealing, but it has done so for over a hundred years. No party of the Left 
in post-war Europe (and hardly any party of the Right) has ever been against 
modernization. One suspects that the watchword, devoid as it is of any 
practical content, is used purely symbolically: to be for modernization means 
to be for progress without abolishing capitalism. In this instance, it signalled 
the end of ambition, the termination of passion, the beginning of routine. 
The PS became 'a grey party looking for colour' - to paraphrase the comment 
of a Labour MP on his own party. 

At the Toulouse Congress of April 1985, Mauroy admitted that the social
ists had been wrongly reluctant to engage with 'the management of a market 
economy, a capitalist economy', and added, for good measure: 'The market 
has clearly demonstrated that it is one of the roads to freedom ... It is not 
for the State to produce. This is the task of entetprises.'l13 Upon returning 
to the fold, Chevenement proclaimed: 'France has understood, thanks to the 
crisis, the reality of economic struggle ... The private sector is recognized as 
the creator of social wealth.'114 'We have learnt much,' declared Michel Rocard, 
with more than a hint of 'I told you so': 

Why not admit it? .. Then [198 I] the main question was how to break with 
capitalism ... Today everybody talks of modernization ... Facts have resolved our 
ancient quarrels. They now appear distant and insignificant. We have changed 
because we have learnt. If so, we were right to change. l15 

How had the socialists changed? On succeeding Mauroy, Laurent Fabius 
declared to the National Assembly that the priorities of the government 
were 'to modernize' and 'to unite'.116 Modernization was necessary in order 
to combat unemployolent. However, this combat would be 'long and difficult' 
and, in the lneantime, 'one must have the courage to say it ... modernization 
would cost more jobs than it would create.'117 

This was on 24 July 1984. By then it had become comnlonplace to point 
out that new investment no longer inevitably produced more jobs. The 
priorities of the new government only paid lip-service to the need to combat 
unemployment. The French socialists, like their comrades elsewhere in 
Europe, had accepted that full employment was no longer an option for the 
present, The idea that a necessary condition for a just society was that it 
should provide a job for all those willing and able to work was relegated to 
utopia so slight had becoole the distance between the inconceivable and 
the inevitable. On the lips of Laurent Fabius, modernization consisted in 
scientific research, investment and training. This he explained was, 'the basic 
triangle of modernization',118 And from the Left, Chevenement, back in the 
cabinet as education minister, discovered that 'to defend the national interest 
is the best way, perhaps the only way, to be on the Left. And the national 
interest, today, is modernization.'119 

With bitter sarcasm, Alain Touraine has written: 'the type of human being 
praised everywhere is now that of the young entrepreneur. If you hear an 
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inflated tribute to profits, enterprise, competition, you can be sure you are 
listening to a socialist minister. We are witnessing the triumph of hedonism 
... which transforms any social question, be it the media or education, into 
a question of consumption ... In a word, France has become Reaganite.'120 

Modernization was only one ideological aspect of the new Socialist Party. 
Modern parties, if they aspire to success, need to keep one foot - but only 
one - solidly planted in the past. French traditions provided the socialists 
with a solid anchorage: 'republican values'.121 Only in France could an appeal 
to combat the conservative Right be expressed in the euphemism 'republican 
values', constantly repackaged to encompass virtually anything the Socialist 
Party wanted to embrace. The term provided the CERES faction with the 
necessary nationalist ballast after it had recognized that 'socialism is no longer 
on the agenda'.122 It provided Mitterrand with a radical flourish with which 
to cover the abandonment of his socialist ambition to 'break with capitalism'. 
It provided defenders of the welfare state with a positive attribute of the 
state itself: after all, it was, I'etat republicain which was to be defended, not any 
old bureaucratic and centralist state. It provided those who wanted to pursue 
an alliance with the centre with a common ideological platform. 123 No wonder 
the historians who, in the run-up to the celebrations of the bicentenary of 
1789, questioned the importance or necessity of the Revolution were ac
claimed by the Right and, in 1988, even by Michel Rocard himself, when he 
was prime n1inister. 124 

Whether or not helped by such judicious ideological repackaging, the U
turn in economic and social policies 'worked'. By 1986, inflation had been 
reduced to 2.7 per cent, GDP growth was 2.1 per cent against 0.7 in 198,; 
the balance of trade was no longer in deficit. 125 Unemployment was over 10 

per cent, but it was still just below the average for OEeD-Europe, and one 
of the lowest in the European Community. 

As elections approached, the government generated a small reflation which 
improved the overall situation, though it was not enough to ensure electoral 
victory. In March 1986 the socialists lost their majority. They obtained 32.8 
per cent (down from 37.5 in 1981) and 2.J I seats; the communists sunk to 
9.8 per cent and thirty-two seats; while the coalition of the Right (Giscard's 
Union pour la Democratie Fran~aise and Chirac's Rassemblement pour la 
Republique) swept to power with 42. per cent and 265 seats. These elections 
had been fought under a new system of proportional representation, which 
had long been advocated by the PCF and which had been included in the 
Programme commun. 126 This provided the socialists with some clear advantages: 
it made a pact with the PCF no longer necessary and enabled far Right 
voters to converge on the National Front, led by Jean-:Nlarie Le Pen, thus 
depriving the 'respectable' Right of precious votes. 127 The introduction of 
proportional representation also provided Rocard with a widely disbelieved 
excuse to resign from the government and abandon the agriculture portfolio 
to which he had been relegated. 128 A period of 'cohabitation' ensued, in 
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which France had a socialist president overseeing a conservative government 
led by J acgues Chirac. 

Peter HalPs lucid comnlents on the lessons of Mitterrand's economic 
policies arc worth reporting here: the socialist government had ignored supply
side conditions which, in 198 I, were particularly adverse; they had nlistakenly 
assumed that the nationalized sector could become the real nl0tor of the 
economy: 

The turn toward austerity itself might have been less abrupt if the Socialists had 
developed a more complete appreciation of the degree to which their policies 
would have to mesh with the existing institutional structures of a mixed domestic 
economy and an increasingly interdependent world economy.129 

Could not the socialists have used the planning system and the newly 
expanded nationalized sector? The problem with planning is that if it works 
at all, it is in the nledium to long term. As such, it n1ay be a suitable 
instrument if one expects to be in power for a reasonably long time - not 
a safe assumption for socialists in the 19805 and 1990$. In spite of much 
socialist rhetoric, planning was not a priority. The Ministry for Planning had 
originally been entrusted to Michel Rocard, Mitterrand's least favourite min
ister, mainly to in1mobilize him. Rocard's isolation at the time paralleled that 
of Tony Benn in the Labour governn1ent of 1974-79. Rocard from the right, 
Benn froln the left, submitted plans and proposals at frequent cabinet 
meetings, only to see th.em rejected though Rocard, unlike Benn, became 
prime minister in 1988 and in 1993, after the defeat of the PS, briefly leader 
of his party. By the time Rocard's Ninth Plan for 1984-88 was ready (1983), 
it was too late. In any case, the plan had been shaped by the growing 
recognition that inflation and the balance of payments deficit had to be 
reduced. It added nothing to government policy, which was increasingly 
developing on an ad hoc basis.130 

The year 1983, when fa rupture occurred, signalled a turning-point as 
important as that of 1976 for the Labour government, when I<eynesianism 
was officially dropped. Until 1983, the French socialists had set the criteria 
fot the success of their policies: a reduction in the level of unemployment, 
a reduction of social and economic inequalities, economic growth and an 
increase in the purchasing power of wage-earners. After 1983, the goals 
became monetary stabilization, the diminution of the budget deficit, and 
productivity growth rather than wage rises. On the basis of this second set 
of criteria, the socialist government of 1983-86 was successful. The problem, 
however, was whether adopting these targets was tantamount to accepting 
that there cannot be a distinctive socialist economic policy.o1 

The French socialist government had foundered on the question of socialist 
management of the capitalist economy. This, however, is not the only criterion 
of success. In 198 I, Mitterrand's an1bitious plans encompassed not only 
economic regeneration and modernization, but also the decentralization of 
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the state, reform of education and the introduction of industrial democracy 
(the celebrated autogestion). Unlike economic policy, these reforms were not 
dependent on the international economic conjuncture. How did the socialists 
fare? 

Decentralization is always, as Catherine Gn!mion so aptly put it, 'a passion 
of those in opposition'.132 To those in power - that is, to those who have 
been able to seize control of the central apparatus of the state - decentral
ization is the equivalent of abandoning a powerful and useful instrument 
which one has just acquired with great effort. 

Like autogestion, decentralization had become a slogan of the Left via that 
great maelstrom of ideas which goes under the name of May '68. As Mitter
rand had suggestively put it to the electorate in May 1974: 'The only thought 
of the Right is to remain in power, my first aim is to restore power to you.' 
This 'restoration' of power would occur through the decentralization of the 
state and the introduction of industrial democracy. 

The PS's commitment to decentralization had been greatly strengthened 
by the positive results of the local government elections of 1977 and 1978. 
By 198 I, the socialists controlled more than half the regional councils. 
Nevertheless, the minister in charge of regional reform, Gaston Defferre, 
himself mayor of Marseille and an old supporter of local government, had 
an uphill struggle against his colleagues. The opposition itself was divided. 
The giscardiens were in favour of devolution; the Gaullists were more reluc
tant. 133 Defferre's draft legislation on decentralization eventually passed all 
the parliamentary hurdles without major modification, and became law in 
July 1983. The right of the state-appointed prefect (now known as Com
missaire de la Republique) to veto decisions of local authorities was abolished; 
executive power with the regions and the departments was given to an elected 
president. Regions acquired new powers over the small and less effective 
departments. Regional councils were elected for the first time in 1986. 

The consensus is that the socialist decentralization law was 'one of the 
most far-reaching administrative reforms that France had seen since World 
War II'.134 Some add, for good measure, that 'it represented the most im
portant reform in the area of decentralisation since the Acts of 1871 and 
1884.'135 'The Socialist decentralisation reform was among the most substantial 
attempts in recent French history to revitalize sub-national government.'136 
'It was certainly a la grande affaire dtl septennat.'137 'A revolutionary reform,' 
claimed Vivien A. Schmidt: 'the Socialists did in fact succeed where others 
had failed, breaking a long-standing pattern of much talk about decentral
ization and little action.'138 Even a left-wing critic of the socialist government, 
Daniel Singer, while maintaining that the measures 'involved no upheaval, 
no major change in the way France is governed,' acknowledged that 'the 
Socialists did stop and even slightly reversed a secular trend, and that is not 
negligible.' 139 

The reforms appeared substantial only because France had for so long 
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been one of the most centralized states in Europe. In some instances, the 
socialists simply sanctioned an existing practice; for example, even before 
198 I, the prefects had increasingly been appointed after consultation with the 
local authorities, and were well aware that they could not ride roughshod over 
elected mayors. 140 Local government remained substantially dependent on the 
centre for its financial needs. There was no real reform of local finances. 
There is no evidence that the reforms increased efficiency in the delivery of 
services as local bureaucracies proliferated - or that it brought local 
communities closer to those who governed them. 141 The new president du conseil 
general, though elected, seemed no less remote than the prefect had been. On 
the other hand, one may cynically remark that local government is about the 
transfer of power from national political bosses to local political bosses. What 
decentralization probably contributed to was the politicization of the peri
phery, not its democratization.142 The main beneficiaries of the reforms were 
the local holders of office. 143 France's 36,000 mayors becalne more powerful 
and many used this power to build robust political machines for themselves. 
As local politics developed, so did the opportunities for strengthening party 
finances through local corruption. By 1989, the police had uncovered a massive 
network of corruption set up to bolster party finances and implicated hundreds 
of local politicians, including many socialists. 144 

None of this constitutes a strong argument against decentralization, whose 
true advantage is this: as cultural and technological developments increasingly 
concentrate powers in the hands of the executive at the centre of the political 
life of the country, it is important to have a source of power, however 
minimal, able to exercise son1e restraint at the periphery. Because national 
and local elections seldom occur at the same time, and because, on the 
whole, voters use all elections to express their satisfaction or dissatisfaction 
with national leaders, it is often the case that the majority in local governments 
is different from the parliamentary majority. This balance enables even the 
least successful opposition to learn the difficult art of governn1ent (as was 
the case with the communists in Italy), and provides them with a role in 
public life. 

Closely connected to decentralization were the four legislative measures, 
known as the Auroux laws (named after the socialist minister of labour, Jean 
Auroux), \vhose aim was the strengthening of the trade unions. Employers 
were required to enter into collective bargaining with the unions over wages, 
hours and working conditions at plant level. Workers could elect works 
committees with new consultative rights over closures, health and safety, and 
technological change, and they were allowed to meet periodically during 
working time to propose improvements in working conditions.145 Predictably, 
the employers fought against the new legislation, thought not as hard as it 
may have appeared from the rhetoric of their spokesmen. The major unions, 
the CGT and the CFDT, had reservations too, but mainly because the 
legislation did not go far enough. 146 
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Did the laws make any difference to workers? Even senior government 
ministers admitted that, if asked, most workers would say that little if anything 
had changed,147 But what really mattered was how these new rights were 
used. Laws, by themselves, can at best create a framework and new op
portunities. In the case of industrial democracy, activists (trade unionists) are 
given the chance to participate in the management of plants. Whether or not 
they are effective and whether or not 'things really change' for the majority 
of workers will depend on economic and political circumstances. Opponents 
will warn that any interference with management's right to manage will cause 
intolerable damage to the economic fabric of the enterprise; supporters will 
raise romantic expectations of workers 'running their own lives'. But whether 
laws on industrial democracy and other forms of direct participation have 
opened up new opportunities, and whether these are really taken up, can be 
judged only with hindsight. 

The other issue to examine is whether trade unions \vere really strength
ened by the Auroux laws. 148 In the 19805, because of increasing unemploy
ment, trade unions lost power and members throughout Europe. Prance 
conformed to this trend. The index of trade unionism, which had hovered 
around 2.5 per cent in the 1960s and 1970S, had dropped to under 20 per 
cent in May 1985, while in the same year the index of industrial conflicts 
was the lowest in twenty years. 149 This percentage continued to decline to 
such an extent that, by 199 I, France's degree of unionization was estimated 
by the OECD to be at 12 per cent, below that of Turkey or the USA.1S0 The 
fact was that the unions, which had been united in the other great moments 
of the Left in French history - 1936 and 1944 - were substantially divided 
in 1981, and largely unprepared for the task ahead. The socialist-leaning 
CFDT was uncertain on how critical it should be of 'its' government, while 
the communist CGT, having strongly supported the government during the 
reflationary phase of 1981-82., proceeded to denounce it after 1984.151 The 
Auroux laws had been inspired by the CFDT. Most of Auroux's own ad
visers came from CFDT circles, as did other important government figures 
such as Jacques DeIors and Michel Rocard - all representatives of what 
came to be known as the 'second left'.152 It was the CFDT, once the trade 
union of Catholic workers and the main advocate of autogestion, which was 
also the champion of the modernizing 'second left', which surged in French 
socialisnl after the failures of 198 I -82.. The mere existence of a socialist 
governtnent had given the unions some confidence and greater access to 
ministers, but the CPDT and the larger CGT were unable to present a 
united front on any of the n1ajor issues of the day, frotn econonlic policy to 
industrial reform. 

In the wider context of the 1980s, the Auroux laws were a solitary instance 
of a strengthening of workers' rights and union power: everywhere else, and 
above all in Great Britain, unions lost power. Nevertheless, even the Auroux 
laws illustrate the weakness of trade unionisnl in the period: it was necessary 
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for the state to intervene directly in industrial relations to grant the unions 
powers which they were too weak to obtain through collective bargaining. 

It was in the field of civil liberties, the political issue furthest removed 
from international constraints, that the achievements of the socialist govern~ 
ment loom largest. The socialists abolished the death penalty (October 1981) 
and the special military tribunals Oune 1982); ratified Article 25 of the 
European Convention on Human Rights, which allows individual access to 
the European Court; repealed the loi anticasseurs, which made all participants 
in a demonstration liable for any damage caused; repealed anti-homosexual 
legislation; gave more rights to defendants; abolished all remaining legal 
distinctions between 'legitimate' children and those born out of wedlock. ls3 

They also initiated a new draft of the old Code Napoleon, emphasizing the 
protection of the individual rather than of private property.1S4 The socialists, 
so often unjustly accused of restricting freedom by their conservative oppon
ents, had thus, in a few years, abolished many antiquated and anti-libertarian 
aspects of French legislation, just as the British Labour Party had done, or 
allowed to occur, during its period in government in the 1960s. None of 
these meaSures, however, with the possible exception of the death penalty, 
became a matter of national debate or received widespread press coverage. 
Politics had increasingly become a matter of 'getting the economy right'. 

The non-economic issue which caused the most popular interest was the 
attempt to reform education. This provoked the largest anti-government 
demonstrations of the 1980s and forced the socialists to backtrack. In France 
education has always had great political importance. It had been the founda
tion of modern republican France since 1870. At the turn of the century, 
when republicanism had not yet become an unquestioned national ideology, 
its chief weapon \vas a centralized education system. Since the middle of the 
nineteenth century, anti-republican governments had sought to help or sub~ 
sidize private (mainly Catholic) schools, or to introduce religious education 
in state schools, as in the Falloux law of 185 I and the Vichy legislation 
during the Second World War. Republicans reversed the trend in the late 
nineteenth century and in 1945. The Gaullists tried to compromise (Michel 
Debre's 1959 law), by associating the private sector with the public education 
system through subsidies, while allowing considerable autonomy to the former. 
Many socialists regarded this independence as unwarranted, since the private 
religious schools were highly dependent on state support. 

Mitterrand had promised a 'great and unified public education system' 
(Proposition 90 of his election manifesto). His party was solidly behind him. 
Forty-eight per cent of socialists elected to the National Assembly in 1981 

had been school-teachers in state schools. Most of the teachers' unions were 
close supporters of the Left; most teachers voted for it. 1sS The French 
socialists' education plans, drafted by Louis Mexandeau, the party's education 
spokesman, were devised so as not to offend any of the trade union and 
socialist lobbies in education,I56 However, the education minister, Alain Savary, 
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to obtain a wider consensus, initiated widespread consultations. Eventually, 
he drafted a less anti-clerical plan than Mexandeau's, which retained subsidies 
but integrated the Catholic schools more closely into the state system. 
However, the compromise was intolerable to the anti-clerical socialist lobby 
and the Savary plan was redrafted. 

Public support for private schools was, in fact, much more extensive than 
was realized. On 24 June 1984 there were massive demonstrations in Paris -
estimates vary between one and one and a half million people. Mitterrand 
was frightened by their magnitude, withdrew the Savary Bill (12 July), accepted 
Savary's resignation, and took advantage of the crisis to sack his prime 
minister, Pierre Mauroy. Savary's successor, Jean-Pierre Chevenement, re
instated the original compromise. The socialists had learnt their lesson. 
Chevenement mounted a robust defence of traditional (Le. republican) values: 
'the values of the school system must be simple and strong in the eyes of 
teachers, parents and PUpilS';157 the duty of teachers was to teach and that of 
students to learn. The crisis had been averted. 'National education,' Chevene~ 
ment declared, 'must be the spearhead of modernization:'158 

We are facing the rise of a Japanese-American technological condominium. Those 
who are unable to use the new technologies in order to achieve productivity gains 
will be forced into backwardness and decadence. If we become dependent on 
foreigners our democracy will be in danger! The Republic will be a mere wordp59 

Religious education ceased to be a national issue of major electotal relevN 
ance. 160 The religious conflict which had divided France for nearly two 
centuries finally appeared concluded in 1992, when Jack Lang, the new 
minister of education, accorded religious schools equal dignity with those of 
the state and recognized their contribution.161 The main victim of the affair 
was the Federation de l'Education Nationale (FEN), the education union. In 
198 I it had been the largest union in the country, and the backbone of the 
Left with 550,000 members.162 By 1992 it had lost 40 per cent of its member
ship. In 1993, as rival unions were formed, the FEN had become a shadow 
of its former self. 

The French socialists had assumed that what concerned their immediate 
supporters was also of national concern. In fact, the old clerical versus secular 
debate had become almost irrelevant to France in the 1980s. Those who sent 
their children to private religious schools were not much more or less Catholic 
than the rest of the population. French private schools were not a bastion 
of the middle classes) as in Britain; nor did they provide a particularly large 
proportion of those destined for the Grandes Ecoles. Some of the prestigious 
lycees of Paris were (and are) far more elitist than the majority of private 
schools. Parents sent their children to religious schools for diverse reasons: 
because the teaching was more traditional; because their children had to 
repeat a year; or because the local state school had a bad reputation. Being 
subsidized, the private schools drew their pupils from a wide social group: 
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one-third of pupils in private elementary schools in 1978-79 were the children 
of manual workers.163 What the Socialists had failed to understand was that 
parents were behaving like consumers of educational services, not clerical 
ideologues. Parents wanted to choose and perceived the Savary Bill as an 
attack on the freedom to send their children to the school of their choice. 
It was easy for the Right, for whom freedom of choice had become a major 
slogan (as elsewhere in Europe), to depict the government as a prisoner of 
ideologues who prized their obsession more than the education of children. 164 

The socialists had lost the opportunity to rethink the education system as a 
whole. The government of decentralization and democracy once again ap
peared as the government of moribund Jacobinism in the era of neo-liberal 
revival. 

Post-mortems are difficult for political parties, unless they are decisively 
and repeatedly beaten. In 1986, the French socialists were down but not out. 
Mitterrand was still in the Elysee Palace, using his consummate political 
skills to cause as much disarray as possible in the right-wing coalition led by 
Jacques Chirac, making it clear that he disagreed with the conservatives on 
privatization, the abolition of the wealth tax (a largely symbolic measure with 
little effect on redistribution), the easing of redundancy procedures. At the 
same time, Chirac, with a parliamentary majority of three, had to face 200 

socialist deputies who did not hesitate to use parliamentary procedure to 
obstruct legislation.165 The Chirac government tried to appear more right
wing than it really was, presumably influenced by the success of the Thatcher 
governments across the Channel. In reality, it was barely qistinguishable from 
its predecessors. Consensus had been forced on the French political system 
by a combination of institutional and economic constraints. As some com
mentators have written~ exaggerating only a little, '''Socialism'' had given way 
to "Liberalism", but that was about the only difference immediately obvious 
to the man on the number 32 bUS.'IM The Gaullist-UDF coalition began to 
privatize some of what had been nationalized, without encountering much 
opposition from the Left. The share issues were oversubscribed - para
doxically, a sign of how efficient the newly privatized firms had become 
during their period of public ownership and how cheaply they were sold. 
Chirac also questioned the concept of universal social protection, but could 
not do so effectively given that poll after poll revealed how unpopular any 
move to end it would be with the French electorate. 

Now in opposition, the Parti socialiste avoided the masochistic exercise of 
internecine warfare which plagued the British Labour Party between 1979 
and 1987. Having fought the elections of 1986 on the record of its years in 
power, the PS prepared for the 1988 presidential elections on the under
standing that, should Mittcrrand stand and win again, there would be a new 
general election. Thus, at the Lille Congress of April 1987, in a superb 
display of public relations, the PS appeared singularly united. It declared that 
there could be no return to a formal alliance with the PCF, but it defended 



568 THE END OF THE GREAT CAPITALIST BOOM 

its traditional values, sang the Internationale once again, denounced the Right 
and neo-liberalism, insisted that it espoused modernity, justified its policies 
of 1981-83 as well as those of 198,-86, and contained the ritual struggle 
between Chevenement and his main opponents, Rocard and Delors.167 

By then, the death of socialism as a serious political force was being 
regularly predicted and analysed, well before the collapse of the USSR added 
substance to the prediction. Alain Touraine had written as early as 1985 that 
France had acquired a socialist government just when the era of post-socialism 
had begun.168 What could the Socialist Party offer France? Was it more than 
a machine to elect (or re-elect) a president - as the Gaullist party had been 
envisaged by de Gaulle? On the morrow of the defeat of 1986, Jacques 
Julliard described it as composed of a lobby of functionaries, fragments of 
social democracy (in the north), areas of clientelism (the south), assorted 
new dealers and modernizers (Rocard), and 'yuppies' disenchanted with 
traditional politics, but craving influence in public life,169 

By 1988, Franc;:ois Mitterrand had acquired the presidential qualities he 
had lacked in 1981. He was now regarded as one of Europe's most creative 
politicians. Paradoxically for a man who had fought Gaullism all his life, 
Mitterrand had become a personality who, like de Gaulle, was somewhat 
above squabbling parties and wrangling politicians. He now represented the 
whole country, not a mere section of it. De Gaulle had been satirized in Le 
canard enchafne as Louis XlV, the Sun-l<ing. Mitterrand, more simply, was 
caricatured in TV satires as 'God', 

Instead of putting forv.rard a left-wing programme along the lines of his 
IIO Propositions of 1981, he opted instead for a Lettre a tous les .Franfais, a 
document of fifty-nine typewritten pages which he had personally composed 
and which was printed in twenty-three provincial papers and two national 
dailies. It is widely assumed that very few people read it in its entirety, but 
no one could have missed the symbolism. The president of the republic had 
become a father figure, detached from political parties, addressing himself 
directly to the people of France, explaining his values justice, solidarity, 
Europeanism and his priorities educa1ion and redistribution. The old 
controversy of nationalization versus privatization should be disregarded: 'let 
us leave these arguments aside.1170 A majority of the 'left' electorate confirmed 
that the personality of the presidential candidate mattered more than his 
policies, indicating an overall shift to the right. 171 In the first round of the 
election Mitterrand emerged a clear winner with 34.1 per cent; the Gaullist 
candidate Chirac obtained J 9.9 per cent, Raymond Barre 16.5. On the far 
Right, Jean-Marie Le Pen scored an impressive 14.4 per cent. The official 
communist candidate, Andre Lajoinie, obtained 6,76 per cent (the lowest 
score hitherto recorded by a PCP candidate). If we added to Mitterrand's 
score the percentages obtained by the PCP, the 'dissident' conlmunist Pierre 
Juquin (2.1 per cent), the ecologist Antoine Waechter (3.78), the far left 
Arlette Laguiller (1.99), and the Trotskyist Pierre Boussel (0.38), we would 
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obtain a grand left total of 49.1 per cent, just short of a majority. Yet in the 
second round against Chirac, Mitterrand won clearly with 54 per cent. The 
votes of some of those who had not opted for any of the left candidates 
were decisive for the second seven-year stint of Fran':fois Mitterrand. 

By re-electing a socialist governn1ent a few weeks later, albeit with a much 
smaller majority than in 198 I, the electorate signalled its dissatisfaction with 
the Chirac administation, rather than that positive desire for major change 
which had been so palpable in 198 I. In terms of issues, the difference between 
Right and Left had virtually disappeared: both sides supported a wider single 
European market, both were committed to monetary stability; both advocated 
a European central bank; both wished to improve the French economy 
through competition, education and training; both were in favour of a 
guaranteed minimum income. Such differences as still existed could be found 
at the level of values, symbols and language. The socialists followed Mitterrand 
by talking of republican values, social justice, tolerance towards immigrants 
and political refugees, solidarity and equality. By voting for the socialists, one 
could vote for progress and social justice in principle, and for orthodox 
fiscal and monetary policies in practice. One could be virtuous and selfish at 
the same time. It was thus demonstrated that in electoral politics one could 
have one's cake and eat it. 

This new mood was well understood by Mitterrand, the most professional 
political fox in the increasingly impoverished menagerie of West European 
politics. He appointed his erstwhile enen1y, Michel Rocard, the politician he 
had so often marginalized, prime minister. Rocard had advocated the forma
tion of a new majority, not dependent on the PCF, in the nalne of a ne,\' 
policy of ouverture a vague and ill-defined term, suggesting that one should 
eschew traditional and obsolete Left-Right issues such as anti~clericalism or 
the role of the market. l72 As the socialists no longer had an absolute majority 
in the National Assembly (they had 2.76 seats and needed 2.88), they required 
the support of other forces anyway. This they obtained by forming ad hoc 
majorities. Some laws and measures were passed by all parties; some only 
with the support of the UDF; others with the help of the Gaullists; others 
again with the PCF. Parliament acquired power it had not been able to use 
when the government was able to rely on a solid majority. The Rocard 
government (1988-91), and those of the two socialist prime ministers who 
succeeded him, Edith Cresson (1991-92) and Pierre Beregovoy (1992.-93) all 
followed a sin1ilar path. Fiscal prudence - shifting the burden of taxation 
from direct to indirect taxes - was combined with a rigid anti-inflationary 
policy, based on the franc fort policies once upheld by Raymond Barre. 
Unemployment grew continuously. Between 1982 and 1988, average wage
earners lost 2 per cent of their purchasing power. During Mitterrand's second 
term, the rich got richer and the poor poorer. 173 Real hourly wages in 
manufacturing increased at a much lower percentage rate than they did in 
Thatcher's Britain or I<ohI's Germany (where the higher purchasing power 
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of blue-collar workers was achieved at the expense of employment and public 
sector incomes).174 

References to socialism disappeared from socialist documents~ except to 
stress how far the government had strayed from it. Thus, when the new 
National Plan was presented in 1989, the minister in charge, Lionel Stoleru, 
declared: 'Undoubtedly, there is a certain ideological discrepancy between the 
Socialist Plan and that part of the Plan which accepts the case for reducing 
the level of taxation on capital. But there you are: this is a courageous 
programme by a Government conscious of its European commitments.'175 
The socialists had learnted the lessons of interdependence the hard way. 
European integration and France~s role in it now dominated their policies. 
They had become arch-federalists, as had been, self-confessedly, Michel 
Rocard. 

In 199 I) at the end of Rocard's period in office, the French economy had 
become one of the healthiest in Europe, the franc one of the world's strongest 
currencies. The budget deficit and inflation were under control; the interest 
rate gap with Germany was narrowing; and the country had received a high 
approval rating from the OECD.176 All this was to no avail. The government 
appeared increasingly exhausted, aimless and tainted by the occasional financial 
scandal. Its anti-inflationary zeal had reached such proportions that it persisted 
in upholding the franc through a high interest rate policy, in spite of the 
negative effect on jobs. After the dissolution of the USSR, socialism seemed 
to have become yesterday'S pious hope. In 1993 the socialists were swept 
aside. Their percentage dropped from 37.5 in 1988 to 17.6. In 1988 they had 
276 seats; now they had only 54 and faced a government coalition with a 
combined 39.5 per cent of the vote and 460 seats. Michel Rocard, who had 
lost his seat, became the new party leader. A year later, having lost the 
European election, he resigned. European socialism had lost another battle, 
or perhaps, as some pessimists concluded, the entire war. The new centre
right government surrendered to international speculation, and effectively 
devalued the franc in the summer of 1993 by obtaining a widening of the 
fluctuation bands of the European exchange rate mechanism. 

The shift to the right in France during the 1980s was reflected in the rest 
of Europe. We saw this in our analysis of Holland and Belgium, Sweden and 
Austria, Britain and Germany. What distinguished the French shift was that 
the accompanying intellectual change was more profound than elsewhere. In 
retrospect, Sartre's funeral in 1980 could be seen as the last act of a drama 
in which the Parisian intelligentsia celebrated its greatest representative. In 
the years to follow, many French intellectuals, particularly those with access 
to the media (once the prerogative of Sartre and his followers), mapped out 
a new field of neo-liberal anti-statism. Much of the groundwork had been 
laid beforehand, for instance by Raymond Aron. The new liberals were former 
left~wing intellectuals who had turned against the French socialists as if 
Mitterrand's aim was to establish a new totalitarianism in France. A few years 
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previously, this intelligentsia had taken the battle to Italy, descending on 
communist-run Bologna, the most civilized administration in Italy, as if the 
city had been managed by a clique of unreconstructed Stalinists. Now they 
exhumed Friedrich von Hayek to declare that social democracy was the road 
to serfdom, that unions were a threat to liberty, that detente was a conspiracy 
to enable the USSR to maintain a Gulag system of repression, that un
employment was caused by social regulation. 177 

When the socialists were defeated in 1993, they bequeathed an economy 
which was far stronger and sounder than it had been when they first began 
to manage it in 198 I - something for which they have not been given much 
credit. But the France they left behind was a less tolerant place: it now had 
a racist party with over 10 per cent of the population behind it, and an anti
immigration lobby openly supported by some conservative ministers; there 
were daily attacks on immigrants and a growing xenophobia. This, of course, 
was not an exclusively French phenomenon, but ten years of nearly continuous 
socialist government had not shielded France from an escalation of racism. 
At the end of the Mitterrand experiment, the French Left appeared more 
devoid of ideas, hopes and support than it had been in its entire history. 



CHAPTER TWENTY 

The Failure of Italian Communism 

IT IS customary to compare the Italian and the Fr~nch Left. Unlike other 
West European countries, both had powerful communist parties. In neither 
- from the beginning of the Cold War (1947) to Mitterrand's 198 I victory 
had both parties of the Left succeeded in achieving power together. In both, 
a centrist coalition (Gaullist~led in France after 1958, Christian democrat~led 
in Italy after 1947) seemed destined to remain in power. 

The differences, however, are equally significant. In France the Gaullist 
coalition had effectively created the conditions for an understanding between 
the two left parties. This was achieved by keeping the entire Left, socialists 
as well as communists, out of power and by adopting a two-round electoral 
system which virtually compelled political parties of the same 'family' to 
come to some sort of agreement in the second round, in order to maximize 
their gains. In Italy the Christian democrats had managed to split the Left 
in the early 1960s (precisely when the French socialists had rejoined the 
opposition), by enabling the PSI to enter the centre-left coalition. The division 
within the Italian Left was further exacerbated by its proportional electoral 
system. This forced each party, during elections, to maximize its own votes 
and emphasize its differences with all other parties. Socialists and communists, 
whose programmes were often very similar, co-operated least during elections. 

As we saw in chapter 13, the DC-PSI coalition had emerged bruised from 
the trade union assault of the 'hot autumn' of 1969- Socialist leaders had 
become pessimistic about their chances of compelling the centre-left coalition 
to adopt more radical measures. It was increasingly evident to them that they 
were seen as the supporters of a government unable to resolve any of what 
were widely considered to be the main problems facing the country. These 
were a fall in international competitiveness caused by the large wage rises 
achieved by the unions in 1969-70; an increasingly inefficient state machine 
and public administration apparatus; and the widening of the social and 
economic gap between north and south. 

This overall crisis, the new political weight achieved by the labour 
movement, and the dissatisfaction of the Socialist Party with the Christian 
democrats forced the communists to specify more clearly the strategy required 
to achieve power. 

In Britain, the maximization of votes and seats is the only requirement for 
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achieving office. In the rest of Europe, political parties must not only gain 
as many votes as possible but and this is the crucial precondition - they 
must be able to achieve an alliance with other political parties. These two 
conditions votes and friends - equally applied to the PCI. But its problems 
were more complex. To increase votes under a proportional representation 
system where many parties compete is far more difficult than in a two-party 
system. Dissatisfied electors have a wider choice. The pcr had started out in 
1946 with slightly less than 20 per cent of the vote. By 1972 it had reached 
27.2 per cent. To assume that the PCI would eventually be able to obtain an 
absolute majority on its own was totally unrealistic. Was a French U nian de 
la Gauche strategy - i.e. an alliance between the PCI and the PSI - possible? 
The sun1 of the vote of the two parties had barely altered since 1946: 39.7 
per cent in 1946,31 in 1953, 35.3 in 1958 and 39. 1 in 1963. In 1968, the 
socialist and the staunchly anti-communist social democrats had fought the 
election together, obtaining 14.5 per cent; dissident socialists obtained 4· 5 
and the PCI 27 per cent. Adding these figures together, such an improbable 
coalition would gain only 46 per cent; and in any case, the united Socialist 
Party broke up again so that, in 1972, the sum of communists and socialists 
was only 36.8 per cent - even less than in 1946. 

It could be argued that these electoral calculations do not take into account 
the possibility that new generations of voters might be persuaded to vote for 
a credible Left coalition, just as significant sections of the French electorate 
eventually deserted the centrist parties to support the Union de la Gauche. 
However, for this strategy to work it, would have been necessary for the 
socialists to abandon their long-term alliance with the Christian democrats 
and join the communists in opposition. This would have compelled the DC 
to rely exclusively on the support of the three remaining 'constitutional parties' 
of the centre the Republicans, the Liberals and the Social Democrats at 
least as long as the far-right Movimento Sociale Italiano (Italian Social 
Movement ~ MSI) remained beyond the pale of respectable politics. Such a 
centrist coalition would have been shaky even by Italian standards: in 1972, 
it would have had a majority of only eighteen in the Chamber of Deputies. 
Given the lack of stringent party discipline, this majority would not be 
sufficient to govern Italy effectively. 

Thus, the socialists were the linchpin of any serious coalition. They could 
choose whether to support a DC 'centre-left' coalition, or work towards 
building a united front with the pel. The latter, their original post-war 
strategy, had been abandoned in the late 1950S (see chapter 10). By 1970, 
even the centre-left option appeared exhausted. The DC-PSI axis of the 
19608 had achieved very little. None of the reforms advocated by the PSI, 
with the exception of comprehensive education and the extension of the 
school-leaving age) had materialized. The reforms which did eventually occur 
were a frightened response to the student unrest of 1968 and the working
class militancy of the 'hot autumn' of 1969. These had spurred the Christian 
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Democrats into making major concessions, such as the regional system and 
the Statuto dei Lavoratori (see chapter 13). In 1970 a bill legalizing divorce 
introduced by a Socialist, Loris Fortuna, and a liberal, Antonio Baslini, was 
approved by Parliament. This was the first important piece of legislation 
passed since the war in the teeth of Christian-democratic opposition. 

Though, by 1970, the PSI no longer thought that a centre-left government 
could be an agent of social transformation, it still refrained from abandoning 
the DC in favour of the PCI. There were many reasons for this. Parties in 
office are reluctant to give up power. New attachments are created, new 
expectations produced. During its years in power, the PSI had also established 
its own network of clienteles and provided jobs for its supporters. There was 
thus considerable pressure to stay in power. Although the years in office had 
failed to swing votes away from the PCI (or any other party) towards the 
PSI, the socialists were reluctant to burn all bridges with the DC. This would 
have looked like openly admitting that they had been wrong to join the 
centre-left in the first place and that the dissident left-wing socialists, the so
called 'tankists' (because they had supported the Russian tanks in the streets 
of Budapest in 1956), had been right to leave the party. 

Nevertheless, the PSI refrained from entering the governnlent in 1972 and 
1973, and reconsidered its position. It eventually rejoined the DC in govern
ment partly for the reasons listed above, but also because of encouragement 
from an unexpected quarter: the PCI. 

Enrico Berlinguer, the communist leader, set out his position on the PSI 
in an article in Rinascita on 27 October 1972. The Socialist Party, he wrote, 
had characteristics which made it substantially different from the Communist 
Party. It had its own distinctiveness. This should be respected: 'Sister parties, 
if different, are a useful thing; twin parties, fundamentally identical, even if 
possible, would be superfluous.') It was not in the interests of the PSI or the 
PCI, he wrote, either to interrupt their reciprocal co-operation in the trade 
unions or local government, or to try to erase their distinctive characteristics.2 

The Italian political system, unlike the British, was not a two-party system, 
and it should not attempt to become one. A polarization of the country 
between two opposing blocs was not in the interests of the Left. In Italy 
there were not two but three components of the 'popular movement': the 
communist, the socialist and the Catholic.3 The task of the Left was to 
prepare the grounds for an incontro (agreement) between these three forces; 
and the task of the PSI would be to facilitate such an entente.4 Co-operation 
between the PCI and the PSI was possible even if the PSI was in government 
with the DC and the PCI remained in opposition. They could still have a 
'common general strategy'. Berlinguer added: 'it follows that we are not 
opposed in principle to the entry of the PSI into the government.' This 
would be a transitional phase, preparing a 'democratic alternative'. 5 

Even allowing for the peculiar obscurity of Italian political language, the 
message was reasonably dear, at least to the initiated. The aim of the PCI 
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was not a united front of the Left (the French model). As Berlinguer had 
declared at the Thirteenth Congress of the PCI (March 1972), the unity of 
the Left was a necessary, but insufficient, condition to break the mould of 
Italian politics: it was necessary to involve the Catholics too.6 In the meantime, 
it was better if the PSI was in government, as long as its objectives were no 
longer those of the past - the ambition to reform Italian society, while 
leaving the PCI in a permanent oppositional ghetto: 'we reject the idea that 
the PSI's role is to be in government and the PCI's to be in opposition.,7 In 
practice, Berlinguer was asking the PSI to become the pel's Trojan horse. 

It could be argued that Berlinguer was simply accepting the inevitable. He 
assumed the PSI would re-enter the coalition anyway. The PCI might as well 
put on a brave face and refrain from further damaging its relations with the 
socialists. The communist thesis that Italy could change only through co
operation between 'the three great popular traditions: Communist, Socialist 
and Catholic', had been formally approved at the Thirteenth Congress.s This 
reflected the view, first propounded by Togliatti, that it would be dangerous 
to exclude the 'Catholic masses' from power. This strategy, launched during 
the Resistance, was advocated until the beginning of the Cold War (see chapter 
5). It was never entirely abandoned: in the early 19605, when the PSI joined 
forces with the DC, Togliatti took a soft line, condemning the attempt to 
isolate the communists, rather than the principle of an alliance with the DC. 
He thus avoided a complete rupture between socialists and communists, who 
continued to co-operate within the CGIL union federation and in local 
government. Thus, Berlinguer's article must be read in the context of a well
established strategy. 

All this became clearer when Berlinguer himself, a year later, labelled the 
strategy 'a new, great, compromesso stotico', or 'historic compromise'. In a rare 
reference to Lenin (such an apparent return to tradition is always a tell-tale 
sign of political innovation), he pointed out that Lenin himself had not been 
averse to serious compromises, first with imperial Germany over the peace 
of Brest-Litovsk, and then with the market economy when he introduced 
the New Economic Policy. The historic compromise rapidly became the 
most discussed political initiative of the I970s. Berlinguer had first pro
pounded it in three articles in September and October 1973 in the party 
weekly Rinascita. The occasion for this was the COttp d'Ctat which ousted the 
Chilean Unidad Popular government of socialists and communists, led by 
Salvador Allende. The three articles on Chile constitute the most repres N 

entative expression of Berlinguer's strategic flair, while revealing, at the same 
time, the central flaws of the political approach of the Italian communists. 
The purpose of the articles was to explain why, in Italy, it would be 'illusory 
to assume that, should the parties of the Left succeed in obtaining fifty-one 
per cent of the vote and of the parliamentary seats ... this would be sufficient 
to guarantee the survival of a government which represented this fifty-one 
per cent.,9 The Italian communists, Berlinguer explained, always understood 
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that they had to accept as a 'fundamental' fact that Italy belonged to a 
politico-military bloc dominated by the USA, and that this constrained all 
their activities. 10 Those who, like the Greek communists in 1945) did not 
understand this, paid heavily: they were defeated and forced underground. 11 

Berlinguer proceeded, rather pedagogically, to explain that a 'reform strategy' 
needed to be sustained by a social 'bloc' encompassing more than just the 
working classes and involving the largest possible proportion of the popula
tion. 12 A coalition limited to the parties of the Left would encourage the 
formation of a centre-right bloc, possibly in alliance with the far Right. By 
involving the DC in a progressive coalition, the compromesso stonco would 
prevent it from shifting to the right. Italian Christian democracy, explained 
Berlinguer, was not purely the party of the bourgeoisie; it was also the party 
of the middle and lower-middle classes, and had the support of many workers 
and peasants, women and young people. 13 The DC, he added, could not try 
another alliance with the far Right, as it had done in 1960 - the short-lived 
Tambroni government, which collapsed because of widespread popular hostil
ity. The centre-left government with the socialists had failed. The centrist 
government of 1972-73 had much too narrow a majority to govern the 
country.14 Thus, the DC was at a dead end, and was more amenable to 
comprotnise with the PCI than at any other time since what might be termed 
the first 'historic compromise' of 1944~4 7. 

Optimism and comfort could be derived from the increasing evidence 
that the Catholic world was in political turmoil. The CISL, the trade union 
confederation of Catholic workers, had emerged from the experience of the 
'hot autumn' more independent of the DC and keen to work closely with the 
other two trade union confederations, the socialist-communist CGIL and 
the social-democratic UIL. The Associazioni Cristiane Lavoratori Italiani 
(ACLI), the most powerful working-class Catholic association, for years at 
the service of the electoral interests of the DC, shifted to the left. At its 
Twelfth Congress, in April 1972, the ACLI, while affirming its political 
independence from all political parties, announced that it had adopted an 
anti-capitalist and socialist 'class position' - a language which even the 
communists were beginning to eschew. ls 

In the wider Catholic world, the doctrine of 'Liberation theology', with its 
emphasis on the need to fight alongside the poor against the great injustices 
which plague the world, was in the ascendant. In Italy, left-wing priests 
supported by members of the church hierarchy were abandoning the in
transigent anti-communism of yesteryear, and embraced the ethos of the 
19605. Inside the DC, Aldo Moro, a master-tactician who had once been one 
of the architects of the centre~left coalition, kept up an intense dialogue with 
the PCI, which he came to regard as one of the guarantors of the Italian 
constitution against the 'fascist menace'.16 

The situation thus seemed to indicate that Italy was ready for a change. 
A communist party in the ascendant, yet cautious and keen to be flexible, 
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could become a possible partner for a DC which had run out of steam. 
Berlinguer's analysis, depicting a communist party not sufficiently strong to 
rule without the centre, and Christian democrats no longer able to rule in 
the old way, was reminiscent of Otto Bauer's own investigation into the 
causes of fascism, which suggested (see chapter 3) that a precarious balance 
of forces between the two main parties) each unable to establish full control 
on its own, may create the conditions for the emergence of an authoritarian 
party on a law-and-order platform. It was in the interests of the two blocs 
to prevent this possibility, by coalescing in defence of democracy. 

The continued support enjoyed by the DC rested not merely on religious 
beliefs, or on American support, but on much more material - if not 
necessarily more solid - grounds: namely, the fabulous increase in prosperity 
which had transformed Italy under Christian democracy from a relatively 
poor country to one of the richest in the world. Those who had been unable 
or unwilling to be absorbed in the constantly expanding private sector had 
found jobs in an even faster swelling state sector - grossly overmannecl, 
perhaps, but none the less a beneficent dispenser of regular pay and secure 
jobs. There was much cause to be grateful to Christian democracy, and 
gratitude in democratic politics is repaid in votes. But what would happen if 
capitalism, the goose which lays the golden egg, stopped growing? Would 
the citizens, hitherto judiciously bribed by an uninhibited attitude towards 
state budgeting, still vote for the DC and its allies? The rapidly developing 
economic crisis triggered by the oil crisis seemed to lend weight to Berlinguer's 
strategy. Just as the DC had brought the PSI into government in order not 
to face the end of the 1958-63 boom alone, would it now be forced to come 
to terms with the pcr as the golden age of capitalism came to a close? Or 
would the economic crisis induce a turn to the right? Was the rise of a 
proto-fascist regime possible in the 1970S? 

Those without the benefit of hindsight could be forgiven for thinking so. 
The threat of fascism appeared real in the 1970s. In 1970 Prince Valerio 
Borghese, a former blackshirt, attempted a farcical coup - called off because 
it was raining. In 1971 Giovanni Leone, a right-wing Christian democrat 
froln Naples, was elected president of the republic with the decisive support 
of the neo-fascist MSI. In 1972 the MSI obtained 8.7 per cent, its best 
results up to then. After 1969, a campaign of terror was launched by right
wing extremists, with the alleged connivance of the Italian secret services. 17 

There was ample circumstantial evidence to link right-wing terrorists to the 
most devastating acts of bloodshed in post-war Italian history: seventeen 
people were the victims of bombs at the Bank of Agriculture in Milan in 
December 1969; eight at an anti-fascist demonstration in Piazza della Loggia 
in Brescia on 28 May 1974; twelve died on the Florence-Bologna train on 4 
August 1974; and eighty-five at the Bologna raihvay station on 2 August 
1980. The full truth about these lnassacres has not yet emerged. 

Anti-fascism had once again beconle a symbol of national unity. This 
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helped the communist strategy and enabled even the power-corrupted DC to 
reclaim some semblance of political rectitude - with the encouragement of 
the PCI, for which a DC purged of its right-wing tendency was the ideal 
partner for the historic compromise. Berlinguer's scenario was an attempt to 
revisit the cfucial years of the immediate aftermath of the Second World 
War, when the PCI was in a government of national unity and when anti
fascism was the ideological cement which bound together the parties which 
had fought together in the Resistance. 

Though in difficulties, the DC was still the strongest party in the country 
and still appeared to be the immovable centre of the Italian political system. 
Although handicapped by its link with the USSR and years of anti
communism, the PCI could use, albeit with caution, the new opportunities 
brought about by the social changes experienced by the Italians. Student 
unrest and the 'hot autumnt had certainly sapped the stability of the Christian
democratic regime. It was unlikely, however, that the anarchistic impetus of 
students or the (predominantly northern) workers t movement would provide 
the PCI with social movements that could be galvanized in a consciously 
democratic and necessarily gradual bid for power. Many student activists 
had, by 1973, regrouped themselves into hard Leninist or anarchist organiza
tions, some ready to degenerate into terrorism and inspired by a profound 
hatred of the PCI (as the supreme betrayer of the revolution), others -
totally blind to sixty years of European history - were still seeking the chimera 
of the revolutionary hour, a repeat performance of October 19 17. The 
workers' unrest had been innovative and radical but, stripped of rhetoric, 
their demands were either traditional trade union ones working hours, 
working conditions, payor traditional social~democratic ones - better 
housing, better schools, better health care. These the PCI could advance in 
opposition or, if resources allowed, governments could deliver. 

Berlinguer's analysis was sober and realistic. It is rare for an opposition 
leader to face up to the constraints on his party, openly exalnine before the 
entire nation the available options, and explain the necessity for compromise, 
while refraining from arousing his followers with optimistic rallying cries. 

Nevertheless the strategy of the historic compromise, as revealed in the 
Chile articles and pursued in practice, involved two fundamental tactical 
mistakes which eventually precipitated its failure. The first consisted in taking 
the Socialist Party for granted - an attitude unwittingly encouraged by the 
pro-PCI posture of the then leader of the PSI, Francesco De Martino. The 
communists somehow assumed that the PSI had little choice but to support 
their grand strategic plan. Though always denying it, the communists often 
behaved, in the final analysis, as if they were coterminous with the entire 
Left. The ritualistic inclusion of the 'socialists', whenever communist leaders 
mentioned the 'three great Italian political traditions t

, was always seen by the 
socialists for what it really was: tokenism. At the local level communists 
repeatedly by-passed the socialists and focused their attention on the Christian 
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democrats, as if it were not apparent that a DC-PCI entente would leave the 
PSI without a meaningful function. Only later - too late - did senior 
communists admit that the frustration of the socialists had not been taken 
seriously.18 

It is understandable that, as the junior party of the Left, the PSI was 
primarily concerned with itself and its own role. It had a vested interest in 
the pcr remaining in opposition. Only this would secure the psrs position 
at the centre of the political arena, allowing it to remain the maker and 
unmaker of governments, and the object of the solicitous consideration of 
the DC. As long as the PCI remained in opposition, the PSI could be the 
main interlocutor of the DC in government, and yet be in power with the 
PCI in all cities and regions where a left majority existed. Elsewhere, it could 
form an administration with the DC. With around 10 per cent of the vote, 
the PSI could be in power everywhere. For this privileged political position 
to persist, things had to proceed as before: the DC in power, the PCI in 
opposition. Thus the PSI, which looked only to its own party interests, had 
no alternative but to remain in practice a profoundly conservative force. All 
the claims of modernity which the PSI would make throughout the 19 80S, 

and its disparagen1ent of the DC and the PCI as the representatives of the 
old order, cannot disguise this simple fact. 

The second and more serious tactical mistake of the comn1unists was that 
there was never any serious discussion of what the eventual alliance between 
the DC and the PCI needed to achieve. The PCl constantly referred to the 
necessity for 'deep' and 'radical' social reforms, but it was not clear what 
they wanted concretely. This vagueness could be overlooked in the initial 
stages of the construction of an alliance. It becan1e a major error of 
judgen1ent; however, when the DC and the PCI \vere actively discussing a 
programme of government. A vague intention to effect a fiscal reform or a 
health reform is not the same as a commitment to a practical set of policies. 
Vagueness allows all parties to pay lip-service to policies, while taking evasive 
action. 

Much has been written on the historic compromise and its subsequent 
failure. I have discussed, here and elsewhere, its theoretical and historical 
antecedents. 19 What needs to be further elucidated is the political context of 
the strategy. Berlinguer had a profoundly pessimistic view of the chances of 
the survival of democracy in Italy in the absence of an alliance with 'pro
gressive Catholicisn1', whose potential, he overestimated. Reinforcing this 
pessimism were the widespread belief that the Italian secret services were 
pursuing a policy of destabilization known, tolerated, perhaps even encouraged 
by the USA, and the absence among Western leaders of any sympathy 
for, or understanding of, the Italian communists' distinctive position of 
independence from the USSR. Most leading European social democrats 
refused to support Bcrlinguer privately, let alone publicly. From Harold Wilson 
and James Callaghan to Helmut Schmidt (in spite of the pel's contribution 
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to the development of Ostpolitik), there was a consistent refusal to facilitate 
the incorporation of the PCI into the mainstream (social~democratic) fold of 
the European Left. On 2.7 June 1976, at the Puerto Rico summit of the 
leaders of the most advanced industrial countries, not only conservatives, 
such as the US and the French presidents, Gerald Ford and Giscard d'Estaing, 
but also Helmut Schmidt and James Callaghan met secretly, having excluded 
AIda Moro, then Italian prime minister, to consider the 'problems' posed by 
the advance of the pel at the 2.0 June election in Italy.20 The official view 
was that the Italian communists' claim to be democratic was another trick 
with which to dupe 'useful idiots', This knee-jerk reaction was based on 
profound political ignorance of Italian politics. Virtually the entire corpus of 
scholarship on Italian communism, though divided in its assessment of the 
PCI, at least agreed on one point: the Italian communists were genuinely 
independent of the USSR and were as committed to parliamentary democracy 
as the overwhelming majority of West European parties. The main division 
among scholars, many of whom were critical of the PCI, was whether the 
party could still be considered a radical force for social change, or whether 
it was simply a social~democratic organization, albeit one still encrusted with 
the symbolism and rhetoric of the communist movement.21 All subsequent 
developments completely vindicated this scholarship. 

To add to the international isolation of the PCI was the fact that most of 
Southern Europe itself was, in 1973, the last remaining enclave of right-wing 
dictatorship. Authoritarian regimes of the Right in Spain and Portugal were 
joined in 1967 by Greece, under the rule of the Colonels - all enjoying firm 
direct or indirect NATO support. Berlinguer was regularly warned by the 
USSR, and even by some Christian democrats, that a fascist coup was a real 
possibility in Italy.22 All this contributed to the PCl's impression of being 
under siege. A Left government which excluded the DC (in 1976, electorally 
impossible) would thus find itself in an extremely precarious international 
position. 

This problem pales into insignificance when account is taken of the 
likely domestic opposition. By 1973, the DC had ruled Italy for thirty years, 
systematically colonizing the civil service, the security services, the armed 
forces, the public sector (including most of the banking system, and the 
radio and television network). Hardly a single public service appointment 
had been made without the consent of the DC or one of its allies. To 
achieve a position of power or prestige in the state sector or even, at times, 
a humble job in the post office or in public transport, it was necessary to 
seek the favour of Christian democrats. The DC controlled also the Casse di 
risparmio, where the vast savings of the Italians were deposited, and which 
constituted the main source of investment funds. How could one hope to 
govern the country against a party which exercised such extensive control? 
The experience of the PSI in government was particularly illuminating, for 
the socialists had naively assumed that they could run the country once 
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inside the stanza dei bottoni (the central control room). But in modern societies 
power is diffused. There is no control room which, once stormed, grants the 
occupier more than the illusion of power. In the course of its yeats in office, 
the PSI came to realize how difficult it was to secure the effective 
implementation of agreed legislation against the obstruction, sabotage and 
delaying tactics of public administration personnel. In these circumstances, 
the idea that a united left government, on the basis of a slim parliamentary 
majority, would be able to reform Italy and change the system against the 
opposition of the DC and its liberal, social-democratic and republican allies, 
belongs to fairy tales. The parties thus excluded from power would inevitably 
lurch further to the right, would enjoy international (especially American) 
support, would be able to activate the loyalty of millions of minor civil 
servants, municipal employees, police officers, journalists, television producers, 
post office workers, and others who owed their jobs to the DC. Last, but not 
least, the DC, by rapidly returning to a defence of old-fashioned morality, 
would enjoy the still powerful help of the church, while receiving massive 
financial and practical help from the entire entrepreneurial class and the 
newspapers it controlled. 

So much for the background to the historic compromise. Nevertheless, 
events in the three years following Berlinguer's proposals facilitated the 
ascendancy of Italian communism. One after the other, the three remaining 
authoritarian regimes of Southern Europe - the Portuguese, the Spanish and 
the Greek - came tumbling down. In all three instances, the communist 
parties were legalized and immediately gained in prestige. Of these, however, 
only the Spanish Communist Party modelled its strategy on that of the Italian. 
In Greece and Portugal, as we shall see in greater detail in the next chapter, 
the communists remained attached to the traditional 'hard' workerist position 
which had triumphed in Central and Eastern Europe after the war. In France 
the pact of unity between socialists and communists, though representing the 
'popular front' strategy quite explicitly rejected by Berlinguer, still held good. 
Berlinguer distanced himself from the Portuguese communists still harking 
back to the vision of a revolutionary takeover - and forged alliances with the 
French and the Spanish.23 It was the birth of 'Eurocommunism', an attempt 
to map out a new path for European communism based on a firm 
commitment to the values of parliamentary democracy. Eurocommunism 
would not survive the increasingly erratic behaviour of the French, and the 
eccentricities of the then Spanish leader, Santiago Carrillo. But for a time, it 
provided Western communism, and particularly the PCI, with a platform 
from which it could speak to the entire European Left. 

Inside Italy, a Christian democrat backlash against the historic compromise 
led by Amintore Fanfani, the DC leader, met its Waterloo. Fanfani directed 
a Catholic attempt to abrogate the divorce legislation through a popular 
referendum which was held in 1974. A clear majority of the electorate 
sanctioned divorce. Fanfani was ousted and a new team, led by Benigno 
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Zaccagnini and AIda Mora, took over Christian democracy. The unambiguous 
anti·communism of Fanfani and his supporters was temporarily defeated. 

On 1 5 June 1975 regional and local elections were held. The results were 
generally regarded as a triumph for the PCI, which obtained its best results 
so far - 33.4 per cent (up from 25.8 per cent in the same elections of 1970) 

and nearly closed the gap with the DC (down to 35.3 per cent).24 The PSI 
had moved forward too, reaching I 1.7 per cent. The Left had never been 
stronger in relation to the DC. After the election, pel-PSI coalitions took 
over the government of six regions (previously they ruled in only three), 
thirty provinces and twenty-nine main cities. Communist or communist
supported mayors were now in power in Naples, Rome, Turin, Florence and 
Bologna. Nearly half the population lived in areas ruled by a coalition which 
included the PCI. 

These successes boosted Berlinguer's strategy and enabled him to con
solidate his hold over a remarkably united party. The ambiguity surrounding 
the historic compromise helped in this, for each communist could read into 
it what he or she wanted. The rank and file, though always suspicious of the 
DC, wearied of being eternally in opposition and were willing to embrace 
any strategy which would take the PCI into government. From this favourable 
position, Berlinguer sought to reassure the 'West'. No anti-NATO, left-wing 
party had ever entered the government of a NATO country in 'normal' 
political conditions. The Italian socialists themselves had accepted Atlanticism 
before joining the DC in the centre-left government of 1963. The German 
SPD had dropped its opposition to NATO in 1960, six years before forming 
the coalition with the COU. The price of power was acceptance of Italy's 
membership of the international alliance system of the West. On 15 June 
1976, a few days before the general election, the Corriere della Sera, Italy's 
most influential paper, published an interview with Berlinguer in which the 
communist leader explained that he no longer questioned Italy'S membership 
of NATO. Asked whether he felt that NATO could be a useful shield in 
order to build socialism in freedom, Berlinguer replied:25 

I don't want Italy to withdraw from the Atlantic Pact 'also' for this reason, and 
not only because our withdrawal would upset the international equilibrium. I feel 
safer over here ... 

He then added: 

Over there, in the East, they would perhaps like to see us build socialism as they 
like it. But over here, in the West, some people don't even want to let us start 
building it, even if we do so respecting freedom. I realize that it is a little risky on 
our part to pursue a road that is not always appreciated either over here or over 
there. 

This reassurance was only half-believed. The difference between the PCI) on 
the one hand, and parties such as the SPD or the PSI, on the other, was that 
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the PCI was, after all, a communist party with particular links with the USSR. 
However strongly the PCI distanced itself from Soviet foreign policy; however 
often it reiterated its disagreement with the political forms under which 
socialism had been constructed in the East; however frequently it reminded 
its listeners that the PCI was committed to democracy, Parliament and all the 
basic freedoms of 'bourgeois' society - it remained a party which was on the 
wrong side of the Cold War divide, and hence a party whose loyalty to the 
West was in doubt. The others, as long as they were not communists, were 
'reliable' however corrupt (Italian Christian democracy); however illiberal 
or fascistic (the Greek Colonels, Portugal's Antonio Salazar, Spain's Francisco 
Franco); however murderous (Chile's Augusto Pinochet or Indonesia's General 
Suharto). The consequences of considering the communists 'unreliable' from 
the \Vestern democratic point of view were formidable: the struggle against 
them need not remain confined within the formal rules of liberal democracy, 
for, to defend freedom, it was argued, it may be necessary to use any \veapons, 
including detestable ones (murder, terrorism, deceit, external interference, 
bribery). It was as if, alongside Italy'S democratic constitution, there was 
another unwritten, but widely recognized, set of rules which decreed that the 
communists were to be excluded from political power, irrespective of the 
wishes of the electorate: the cot1ventio ad escludendutll (agreement to exclude).26 
A similar phenomenon, known as para!Jlntagma (parallel constitution), occurred 
in Greece. Cold War politics made full democracy difficult, because the 
decision of electorates would always have to be judged and validated in 
terms of their international consequences. Though national sovereignty in 
the West was never as severely limited as it was in the Soviet sphere, few 
believed that people could choose any government they wanted and not 
suffer possible destabilization. The popular success of conspiracy theories in 
the 1970S and 1980s would not have been possible had not the Italian situation 
provided a context in which everything seemed possible and credible. At one 
time or another, it was suggested in books, films or newspaper articles that 
the CIA had killed Aldo Moro, that the I<GB haa tried to assassinate Pope 
John Paul II, that the church hierarchy had killed his predecessor (who died 
of a heart attack), that the Red Brigades were Italian secret servicemen in 
disguise, and that Giulio Andreotti was the boss of the Italian mafia. Of 
course, all this had been amply prepared by the mystery surrounding I<en
nedy's assassination: once it was mooted that the president of the USA had 
been murdered by the CIA, anything seemed possible. 

Conspiracy theories always generate a clilnate of fear and suspicion which 
affects politicians more than ordinary people, to whom much of everyday 
politics does in fact look like a conspiracy. The leaders of the PCI were not 
indifferent to this predicament, and behaved accordingly that is, with an 
excess of prudence and caution particularly after their success in the general 
election of June 1976. 

In this elections the PCI continued to gain votes, reaching the zenith of 
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its post~war growth: 34.4 per cent. The PSI vote fell to below lO per cent. 
The DC recouped some of the ground lost in 1975, and achieved a respectable 
38.7 per cent. From the point of view of the historic compromise, this was 
a creditable result. The fact that the PCl had not been the sale winner 
enabled Berlinguer to argue, quite legitimately, that those who had assumed 
that the DC would simply fade away were wrong, and that while it was 
becoming apparent that one could not rule the country against the PCI (as 
communist banners incessantly proclaimed), the same could be said of the 
DC. What was negative about the overall result, from the PCl's point of view, 
was that the PSI had lost. At the time, the communists, blinded by their hour 
of triumph, had not realized how much the hurt pride of the socialists 
aggravated their fear of being squeezed out of power. Francesco De Martino 
resigned soon after, in the summer of 1976, and Bettino Craxi, a staunch anti
communist determined to renew the socialist party, became leader. 

After the election Parliament was effectively deadlocked. For the first time 
since the war, the 'centrist' coalition that is, the DC and the three small 
parties of the centre - did not have a majority. The DC could not renew the 
centre-left government, because the PSI was no longer willing to co-operate 
without the PCl. Nor could the DC let the PCl enter the government, 
without risking an internal split. The Left (pCI plus PSI) did not attempt to 
build a majority with the small republican, social-democratic, radical and 
proletarian unity parties. This was understandable: no coherent set of policies 
could possibly have held together such a heterogeneous conglomeration of 
parties on the basis of a tiny parliamentary majority. The PCl could have 
insisted that it would not support a government of which it \vas not part. 
The byzantine solution eventually agreed was that the DC would form a 
government on its own - led by Giulio Andreotti (once the man of the right 
wing of the DC and a close ally of the USA) and would ask the other 
parties, specifically, the PCI, the PSI, and the small social-democratic and 
republican parties, to abstain.27 

This was widely seen as a tllOVe towards the full legitimation of the PCL 
Though still kept out of the executive, the communists strengthened their 
influence in Parliament when they obtained the chairmanships of a number 
of powerful committees, and when the veteran leader of the PCl Left, Pietro 
Ingrao, became the first communist president of the Chamber of Deputies. 
These were, the PCI believed, the first steps towards government. Italian 
industrialists, the conservative electorate and the rest of the world (especially 
the USA) would gradually but surely discover that one could) after all, trust 
the Italian communists. 

A year later aune 1977), the DC negotiated a government programme 
with all the parties, including the Pcr. Was this another small step towards 
full PCI participation? It appeared to be so when, another year later (March 
1978), a new DC-only government, again led by Andreotti, was launched. 
The negotiations surrounding it had been long and difficult, but the PCI felt 
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it had obtained sufficiently strong guarantees to vote in favour, instead of 
abstaining. On 16 March this new government received the support of 
Parliament. The political situation, however, had changed dramatically. That 
morning, a group of left-wing terrorists, the Red Brigades, kidnapped Moro, 
killing his five bodyguards. Moro was kept hidden for fifty-five days, while 
the terrorists attempted to obtain some official recognition from the Italian 
government, such as the release of some of their comrades from jail. The 
government held firm, supported by a Communist Party determined to be 
totally unwavering in its rejection of negotiations. There were large anti
terrorist demonstrations, mainly communist-sponsored, and widespread dis
taste for the Red Brigades. Some prestigious intellectuals, however, such as 
the poet Eugenio Montale (a Nobel prize-winner), and Leonardo Sciascia, 
irresponsibly declared that the Italian state was not worth dying for ~ as if 
the five young policemen brutally murdered by the terrorists had not done 
just that. The PCI had become the party of law and order, the bulwark of 
democratic legality, the shield of the constitution. The PSI decided to adopt 
a less intransigent position. 28 The aim was to distance itself from both the 
PCI and the DC, presenting a 'human' face against the 'ideologies' of 
Catholicism and communism. This stance - an easy one to take, for it was 
never pushed far enough to have any practical consequences for Mora -
attracted much praise.29 At the time, Craxi's socialists regularly attacked the 
communists as if they controlled the Italian state and its establishment, 
criticizing, for instance, the leading Milanese bourgeois paper, the Corriere 
della Sera, for its alleged pro-Communist views.30 Craxi thus set a new course 
towards the conquest of the PSI's 'rightful' share of power. Henceforth, the 
PSI's own interest as a party became the sole beacon guiding its course 
towards the systematic plunder of the country's wealth in competition with 
the DC. Meanwhile, the PCI, in the name of the national interest, remained 
the pathetic defender of the tattered Italian state from whose leadership it 
had always been excluded. 

Unable to achieve their goal, the Red Brigades killed Mora and abandoned 
his body in a car near the headquarters of the PCI and the DC. By the end 
of 1978, the attempt to achieve a historic compromise had failed. The PCI 
- still out of power - had been defeated. It never recovered. From 1979 its 
history was one of electoral decline, dwindling membership and political 
marginalization. 

On 2.7 November 1980 an earthquake devastated the already impoverished 
hills of the Irpinia in southern Italy. In the ensuing confusion - rescue teams 
arriving too late, wild rumours suggesting that the disaster could have been 
foreseen, a pervasive feeling that the Italian state was hopelessly ill-prepared 
for any emergency - Berlinguer announced that the strategy of the historic 
compromise was to be abandoned in favour of the so-called 'democratic 
alternative'. The only thing that was clear about this U~turn was that the PCI 
no longer sought a partnership with the DC. The party began to pursue an 
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alliance with the PSI instead. Seldom was so half~hearted a suitor so regularly 
rejected. Between 1976 and 1979, the PSI had been totally ignored by the 
PCI, whose main interlocutor was the DC. What socialist MPs did or thought 
or said had become irrelevant. The socialists were only too conscious of this, 
and no longer bothered to propose legislation, or even to state their position. 
Out of 666 Bills passed by Parliament between 1976 and 1979, communists 
and Christian democrats expressed their position in over 90 per cent of 
instances, the PSI in fewer than 50 per cent. 31 Once the PCI had returned 
to opposition, the PSI abundantly repaid the humiliations suffered. In the 
following decade, the DC and the PSI embarked on a major division of the 
spoils. With the audacity and arrogance of racketeers convinced that they 
could not be caught, they extorted a crescendo of pay-offs from the private 
sector, in exchange for contracts, while carving up the entire public sector 
between themselves. 

By the time the Berlin Wall collapsed in November I989, the PCI had 
become a party without a future. A change of name caused a serious split 
and a prolonged period of introspection in search of a new identity. Its 
fortunes revived only when the financial scandals of 1992.-93 destroyed the 
credibility of the government parties. But these events belong to the history 
of post-comn1unism. 

Why in 1976 did the PCI agree to support a government which refused 
it a place in retrospect, a major tactical blunder? The idea of the historic 
compromise was predicated on the need to eliminate, once and for all, the 
conventio ad escludendtlm. By supporting a DC-only government, and accepting 
exclusion from the cabinet, the PCI implicitly sanctioned its own illegitimacy, 
allowing the DC (and the USA) to dictate the terms, modality and timing of 
any eventual communist entry. Gerardo Chiaromonte, one of the communist 
leaders most closely involved in the decision, later explained that they thought 
this was the inevitable first step towards full participation in government. 32 

Berlinguer stressed the need to show everyone that the PCI could not simply 
'sit out' the crisis which was engulfing the country. It had to show a sense 
of duty. We had, wrote Chiaromonte, 'a high sense of national responsibility'.33 
Had the PCI refused to support the government, had it imposed a trial by 
strength, there would have been new elections with, presumably, similar results 
(or with an increase in communist and DC votes). With Parliament dead
locked once again, a solution would have been as remote as ever. What also 
worried the pel was that the PSI under Craxi would be tempted to break 
with the communists once n10re and if the political price \vas right - agree 
to revive its alliance with the DC.34 Does all this sufficiently explain why, if 
Chiaromonte's account is to be believed (and no one has contradicted it), the 
entire party secretariat was solidly behind the decision to support the govern
ment? Whatever the answer, there is little doubt that once this initial decision 
had been taken, the PCI felt trapped in a mechanism from which it could 
not extricate itself.35 
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What was the actual situation which had entrapped the PCI? In the first 
place, Italy was in the midst of a wave of terrorism unparalleled in Europe 
- far wider, deeper and with greater popular support (particularly among 
young people and disaffected intellectuals) than in Germany (the Baader
Meinhoff gang remained a relatively minor episode in the history of the 
Federal Republic), or in Britain (where the IRA never questioned the legiti
macy of the British state - only its presence in Northern Ireland). Coinciding 
with the rise of the PCI as a credible government force was the advent of 
left-wing terrorism alongside right-wing terror. Peaking in the 1976-80 period, 
between 1969 and 1980, there were 7,866 acts of violence, leading to 172 
people being severely wounded and 362. deaths, including those of 65 police
men, nine magistrates and three politicians, primarily at the hands of left
wing terrorists.36 While the terrorism of the Right tended to be indiscriminate 
(the bombs in public places in Brescia and Bologna reported above), the 
terrorism of the Left was clearly targeted: journalists, intellectuals and magis
trates (nearly all of progressive inclination). Because so much of this left~ 

wing terrorism \vas conducted in the name of 'socialism', it was inevitable 
that the opponents of the Italian communists would draw a parallel between 
the behaviour of the terrorists and the ideology of coolmunism (totalitarian, 
pro-violence, anti-democratic, anti-huolan) and, by implication, that of the 
PCI. The PCI reacted by becoming the party of law and order and the chief 
defender of the Italian state. This identification with the Italian state reveals 
the extent to which the PCI had abandoned its communist integument and 
acquired that of social democracy. As we have seen in the course of this 
narrative, left-wing parties of government, potential or actual, intensely 
identify themselves with 'their' state. In the course of their political evolution, 
they have shaped this state, given it substance, influenced its legal system, 
obtained the support of myriads of voters, established themselves in the 
nooks and crannies of its civil society, contributed to its ethos, made use of 
its system of rights. This state was no longer just the state of the capitalists, 
an alien, external force, threatening and authoritarian, a state to be taken 
over and destroyed, to be replaced by something else yet to be defined. The 
Italian communists had shed their blood during the Resistance on behalf of 
the new post-war Italian Republic, had participated in the drafting of its 
constitution, defended its Parliament. None of this impressed Italy's inter
national 'allies'. The USA openly militated for a return to the centre-left 
government, manifesting its displeasure at the growth of cotnmunist influence 
in government. On 12 January 1978, the State Department declared: 'we do 
not favour (Communist) participation and would like to see Communist 
influence in any Western European country reduced.'37 The pel's anti-terrorist 
policies cut no ice in Washington. 

But Italy did not just need to be defended from terrorism. The economic 
crisis which was engulfing Europe affected Italy mote significantly than other 
nations. In the 1970S Italian unemployment (see Table 16. I in chapter 16) 
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was the highest in OECD-Europe. As for inflation rates, Italy was second 
only to Portugal, which was undergoing a complex transition crisis. Between 
1973 and 1977, the Italian lira depreciated continuously. This further increased 
the cost of imports already augmented by rising oil prices, resulting in an 
expanding balance of payments deficit. At the beginning of 1974, to contain 
inflation, a harsh credit squeeze was imposed by the Bank of Italy. This 
aggravated the recession and brought about a further fall in investments. 
Italy began to borrow heavily from the IMF (1974 and 1976) and the EEC 
(1976).38 Italy's dependency on international borrowing was explicitly recog
nized in the Accordo programmatico (Agreement Programme) of June 1977, 
signed by the DC, the PCI, the PSI and two minor parties of the centre. 
The agreement stated that, to comply with the conditions set out in the 
'Letter of Intent' to the IMF, it would be necessary to cut public spending, 
switch resources away from consumption towards investment, reduce pro
duction costs (a euphemism for wages), and bring inflation into line with 
the rest of the European Community.39 How the cuts in public spending 
were to be achieved is described in the Agreement in the most general 
terms, as if the most important thing for the communists was to be part of 
the entente. One of the signal failures of the PCl was not clearly to have 
specified the concrete economic and social policies which would have been 
acceptable. This enabled the DC to enter into a generic agreement which 
would leave the foundations of its power unchanged as Giorgio Napolitano 
self-critically pointed out. 40 

The main problem facing the PCI was similar to that confronting all 
other forces of the Left in Europe at the time: the oil-shack-induced recession 
had increased costs and squeezed profits. In the medium term the return to 
growth would require an increase in investments; but in the short term the 
time-span which matters in electoral politics there appeared to be little 
alternative but to contain labour costs. In the 1970s, most West European 
governments, assuming that the weakening of trade union power was either 
undesirable or unfeasible, tried to involve the unions in political bargaining. 
Could this be done in Italy? On the surface it appeared possible. Because it 
needed the support of the PCl, the Andreotti government was the most 
'left-dependent' government Italy was likely to have, given its peculiar situa
tion. The three trade union federations had 'their' parties (DC, PC I, PSI, 
etc.) in government, or supporting it. By 1976, Italian labour costs had 
increased at a faster rate than in most of Western Europe. The recognized 
culprit was the so called scala mobile. This was a flat-rate wage indexing system 
agreed in 1975, according to which wages would increase by a definite amount 
(not a percentage) for each percentage point of inflation. Two effects of this 
rather complex mechanism should be highlighted here. In the first place, it 
led to a reduction of differentials because, as inflation grows, the proportional 
increase for those on lower incomes is greater than it is for the better"off 
(this was similar to Stage I of the British Labour government's incomes 
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policy of July 1975 - see chapter 18). Secondly, by 1976, this mechanisn1 had 
displaced the unions as the chief instrument for increases in wages.41 The 
labour market became relatively inflexible and wages were automatically 
dependent on inflation. Those on lower incomes had a built-in interest in 
inflation. The level of inflation-proof protection would depend on the con
struction of the basket of goods which defined the index; on the degree of 
uniformity of inflation across all goods; and on the time-lag bet\veen the 
calculation of the inflation level and the moment at which wages were 
increased. These variables became the basis for negotiations between trade 
unions and governments. 

Like all West European parties of the Left, the PCI was committed to full 
employment. To maintain employment, it was necessary to achieve a high 
level of exports and a low level of imports. To obtain a high level of exports, 
it was necessary to remain competitive. This required the containment of 
wage inflation, and yet wage inflation \vas built into the situation through the 
scala mobile. To achieve a lower level of imports, one would have had to 
reduce the private consumption of imported goods - given that many imports 
(e.g. oil) were necessary for the manufacture of exports. To persuade con
sumers not to spend their money on some imported goods, one would have 
had to increase the price of these goods (tariffs or devaluation), thus adding 
to inflation, and hence to wages, and so on. Thus, the PCI was squeezed 
between two unappealing policies: to tamper with the scala mobile, thereby 
lowering the real wages of those employed; or to accept a higher level of 
unemployment. There were, of course, other alternatives, such as some form 
of protectionism, autarchy, etc., which the PCI had always rejected. 

The response of the communists was to underline the gravity of the crisis. 
It was, they stressed, a crisis of capitalism which had so dramatically changed 
the relation of forces between social classes that it had become impossible 
for the ruling class to force the workers to accept sacrifices. Now sacrifices 
were to be 'negotiated'. Their object would be to reinvigorate the economy, 
bring about a recovery, and increase employment.42 This was the socio
economic counterpart of the historic compromise. As in other West European 
countries, moderation on the part of workers was supposed to be exchanged 
for ill-specified social and industrial policies. The crisis provided an op
portunity which should not be allowed to slip away, declared Berlinguer in 
January 1977. He did so in the course of two notable speeches on the theme 
of 'austerity', one in Rome to a conference on culture which gathered together 
the cream of the progressive intelligentsia, and the other in Milan to the 
national assembly of communist factory workers. The PCI, he said, could 
not simply stand by while the system collapsed around it. Austerity should 
not mean an economic policy which was supposed to shore up the existing 
regime. Austerity meant rigour, efficiency and social justice.43 Economic 
development based on a constant and artificial expansion of consumption, 
declared Berlinguer to the left-wing intellectuals assembled in Rome (most of 
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whom appeared never to have neglected an opportunity to consume), was in 
direct conflict with the needs and exigencies of the Third World.44 Sacrifices 
and austerity were necessary and were acceptable, as long as they were directed 
against the waste, injustice, privilege and the excesses of private consumption. 

Some of these themes - especially the question of the waste occasioned 
by consumption - were developed by the Green movement in the 19805, the 
decade when the consumer society, occasionally criticized in the past, re
asserted itself with a vengeance barely dampened by the crocodile tears of 
the well-heeled. Berlinguer's suggestion that there should be some sort of 
solidarity pact between the better-off (including the better-off workers), and 
those who had been particularly affected by the crisis, provoked an outcry. 

Rereading Berlinguer's speeches, nearly twenty years later, I wonder whether 
this diffident Sardinian haUl bourgeois, whose integrity was doubted only by 
those who had none, was hopelessly out of touch with the vulgar and coarse 
society surrounding him, or whether he was simply too much in advance of 
his age. 

Luciano Lama, the communist trade union leader of the CGIL, supported 
the austerity line in a speech at the EUR in February 1978. The workers would 
nl0derate their wage demands, accept mobility, and increase productivity in 
exchange for more jobs and more investment for the south.45 This line was 
never popular with his nlembers. The non~communist unions, the CISL and 
the UIL, and even the socialists inside the CGIL adopted a more pronounced 
anti-government attitude than communist trade unionists. Within the PCl 
itself there was much dissent.46 Many on the Left denounced Berlinguer for 
accepting, in practice, the DC's definition of austerity. Others, including the 
renowned philosopher Norberta Bobbio, succumbed to an easy populism, 
pointing out that austerity is what the bosses wanted.47 Soon the PCI became 
the main target of the amorphous youth movement, the so-called autonomi. 
These groups, a fertile recruiting ground for left-wing terrorists, constituted 
an indistinct coagulation of colourful anarchists, temporary libertarians and 
unemployed petty-bourgeois, whose magazines and broadcasts from 'pirate' 
radios have been aptly described as 'a mishmash of American Underground 
drugs and "peace and love" thinking, Reichian notions of sexual liberation, 
manifestos and communiques from the Weathermen and Red Brigades, and 
Communist visions of cultural revolution',48 Had the disenchantment with the 
PCl been limited to these groups, Berlinguer's project would probably have 
survived. But disappointment spread to ordinary voters and many communist 
supporters. The special characteristics of 'communist' austerity, which were 
supposed to distinguish it from that of the ruling classes, never emerged. 
Ordinary citizens could note only that the government's imposition of new 
taxes on tobacco, petrol, telephones, stamps and rail fares, and its partial 
reform of the scala mobile, had all received the support of the PCl. 

In the collective memory of the country, as represented in the outpourings 
of columnists and publicists, the period of the governments of so-called 
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'national solidarity' became a time best forgotten, or to be remembered as 
a brief era when 'normal' politics - the PCI in opposition and everyone else 
in power - was suspended. The communists too contributed to this amnesia. 
They supinely accepted the verdict of the victors. It had been a Big Mistake: 
Some of the protagonists tried to remind their audience of the achievements 
of the period: the strengthening of the powers of the regions; fairer controls 
on rented housing; a public housing plan; the legalization of abortion; 
resistance to terrorism; the abolition of forced detention for those affected 
by mental illness; the reform of public health; and so on. In vain. Because 
they were seen by the DC as a concession with which to buy time, and 
because they were half-heartedly implemented by an administrative machine 
not controlled by those intending to make them effective, most of these 
reforms were resounding failures. As Berlinguer himself later admitted, the 
law on youth employment failed. The tax reform did not go far enough, 
because all parties were afraid of antagonizing those middle and lower-middle 
class groups among whom tax evasion and avoidance were widespread.49 The 
Unita Sanitaria LocaH (local health units), far from bringing community health 
under democratic control, became another arena for patronage: jobs for the 
boys and the very occasional girl. The reform of local government failed to 
give the regions the necessary degree of financial autonomy. The mentally ill 
were 'liberated' from the mental hospitals on to the streets or, if they were 
lucky, into the care of their ill-prepared families, without the support of an 
adequate system of community care. Fair rent legislation, the so-called equo 
ca110ne, enhanced the development of a black market in rented property. The 
counterpart of austerity was a new industrial policy. Its main plank was Law 
675 of 1977 which created CIPI, the committee for the co-ordination of 
industrial policy, with the task of establishing priorities among sectors and 
areas and a planning framework for state intervention. On balance, Law 675 
\vas a failure: its plans were too numerous, too generic, too late; it was 
operationally inefficient and too slow; and it ended up simply throwing money 
at problems in the worst traditions of Italian state intervention. It was 
hampered by excessive subservience to Parliament (in other words, to the 
political parties). It lacked qualified personnc1. 50 

The PCI belatedly discovered that to be a 'party of government' it was 
necessary (if not sufficient) to be in government. The communists had 
responsibility \vithout power, and were blamed accordingly. They subsequently 
complained that the DC had been 'disloyal', while they had behaved with 
impeccable commitment to the spirit of 'national solidarity'. This terminology 
makes little sense. The PCI's avowed goal was the introduction of elements 
of socialism into the Italian system. The DC was unavoidably committed to 
restoring its position, which had been damaged by the recession. Political 
struggle - not loyalty - was the name of the game.51 

Leaving aside tactical blunders, the per had also committed two major 
strategic errors. First, between 1976 and 1979, it behaved as if the Italian 
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state was a normally efficient state, as if all that was required were 'good' 
laws. Had Italy had an honest and efficient civil service, able to enforce the 
will of Parliament, 'good' laws might have improved the situation facing the 
country, 52 But Italy's public administration was mainly a machine to mop up 
unemployment, protect established privileges, and deliver votes to the DC. 
Most of its employees had little civic sense and little pride in their jobs. 
Furthermore, a segment of this state machine the police, the secret services, 
the armed forces, the diplomatic corps considered the communists as the 
enemy to be subdued. None of this was a secret. The communists themselves 
had never ceased to criticize this deplorable situation. But what could be 
done? To reform the state, it was necessary to clash with the DC which 
controlled it, and from which it thereby derived strength and votes. Yet, in 
order to share power, it was necessary to be acceptable to the DC. The 
question of the state was thus quietly 'forgotten' - an astonishing feat for 
the PCI, whose antecedent Leninist ideology had theorized the view that 
socialists could not simply get hold of the bourgeois state and use it for their 
own purpose. There are times, and this was one of them, when some of the 
'dogmas' of the past contain more truth than the sophisms of the present. 

The other major strategic mistake of the PCI was that it had not been 
able to break completely with the communist and (ancient) socialist tradition, 
which assumed that capitalism would encounter catastrophic crises. As early 
as 1974, Berlinguer had insisted that 'We are not facing just one of the 
frequent "cyclical crises" of capitalism. The present crisis involves all sectors: 
the economy, politics, culture, the internal life of each country and the 
ensemble of international relations.,s3 As I pointed out at the beginning of 
chapter 16, this idea - part of the lore of the socialist tradition - fails to 
recognize that crises are mechanisms which enable capitalism to restructure 
itself. As became apparent in the 1990s, the crisis of the 19705 was a clear 
example of this. Inflation and the battle against it provided an opportunity 
to abandon the constraint of full employment, and hence break down the 
trade unions and the system of national social and economic regulation which 
had characterized the development of capitalism. The strategy of the PCI, 
not unlike that of the SPD, the French Parti Socialiste, the Swedish SAP and 
the British Labour Party, was profoundly and unavoidably a national strategy: 
'reformism in a single country"S4 Like their counterparts elsewhere, the Italian 
communists saw the crisis as the symptom of a decaying national capitalism 
unable to face the challenges of the future. For the long term the PCI was 
committed to growth and to an expansion of the productive basis of society. 
In the short term, it opted for a policy of 'austerity' understood as deflation 
- a policy which contradicted its long-term aim. I<eynesianism was dismissed 
as incompatible with worldwide stagflation - as Giorgio Napolitano later 
explained, thus echoing Callaghan's celebrated 'you can't spend your way out 
of recession'.55 

The PCI experienced the 'crisis of capitalism' as an impending catastrophe 
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to be prevented. Italian capitalism needed to be rescued, if only to be 
reconstructed in a manner which would favour the working classes - that is, 
by strengthening the non-market allocation of resources. To hold this position 
required the politics of the 'historic compromise' or the 'social contract' or, 
as some would say, neo-corporatist intermediation. To 'capitalism' in danger 
(to use a terminology which erroneously takes capitalism to be a thinking, 
undivided subject), the Left in each West European state proposed a pact, a 
political exchange, in which the workers would make 'sacrifices' and obtain 
in return a say in its reconstruction. What happened, instead, was that the 
1970S was the decade in which key sectors of capitalism - those able to 
reorganize production by the intensive use of new technologies and informa
tion systems backed by adequate finance - advanced at the expense of the 
traditional sectors, i.e. those dominated by the traditional working class, and 
classical 'fordist' production and trade unionism. 

In the course of the 19805, the Italian economy temporarily recovered, as 
did the other economies of Western Europe. The unions, much weakened, 
were unable to defend the scala mobile. The ideology of the market triumphed 
while, in practice, the state was used to buttress the reorganization of Italian 
capitalism, though the capitalists themselves had to bribe the politicians to 
do so. With uncanny ability, Giulio Andreotti recycled himself yet again as 
one of the guarantors of a new centre-left coalition aimed at keeping the 
communists out of power. Craxi declared that the communists had still some 
way to go: they had to furnish further proof of their revisionism and their 
independence from the USSR. 56 As for the DC, the PSI was ready to co
operate with it provided it renounced all hegemonic pretensions.57 Bettino 
Craxi, eventually the longest continuously serving prime minister in Italy 
since Mussolini, took corruption to heights unattained by previous Italian 
politicians, an awesome achievement. The Italian intelligentsia, the journalists, 
university professors, TV gurus - with the usual rare exceptions - participated 
with relish and at the expense of the taxpayers in an orgy of mutual self~ 
congratulation. Italian GNP, inflated by the largest black economy in Europe, 
had overtaken the declining remnants of the British economy. Defeated and 
marginalized, the PCI witnessed the spectacle, resenting its own impotence 
and not realizing that what was being celebrated were the last years of Italy's 
'First' republic. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

The End of Authoritarian Regimes in Western 
Europe: Portugal, Spain and Greece 

Economic Preconditions 

COMPARATIVE history is sometimes a disheartening craft. Its apparent object 
is to identify and explain divergences and correspondences. The almost 
simultaneous fall of the authoritarian regimes of Greece, Spain and Portugal 
between 1974 and 1976 would appear to provide strikingly fertile ground for 
an exercise of this kind. Unfortunately, while the parallelistn is impressive, 
there is no apparent explanation of why these three regimes collapsed at the 
same time. 

Two general international developments, however, explain why the situation 
in each of the three countries was particularly favourable to a change of 
regime. The first was the end of the golden age of capitalism, triggered off 
by the marked increase in oil prices a commodity on which Greece, Portugal 
and Spain were signally dependent. The three countries were particularly 
exposed to the oil shock, because they already had a large public sector 
deficit, with rising nominal wages and domestic demand; much of their 
'reserve army' of labour, which could have contained wage rises, had em
igrated. 

The other paramount international developn1ent was the temporary waning 
of American power. This was manifested in the most conspicuous manner 
by the evacuation of US troops from the whole of Indo-China in 1973, which 
was followed by the military and political collapse of US allies in the area, 
and the seizure of power by the I<hmer Rouge in Cambodia, the North 
Vietnamese in South Vietnam and the Pathet Lao in Laos. Meanwhile, the 
USA sacrificed its oldest ally in South East Asia, the nationalist regime in 
Taiwan, on the altar of a new China policy, whose principal initiators had 
been not the Americans, but Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. Finally, in August 
1974, the Watergate scandal forced the resignation of Richard Nixon. Al
though Henry Kissinger, confirmed as secretary of state, ensured a degree of 
continuity, the new - and unelected - president of the USA was now Gerald 
Ford, a modest and hapless politician with no grasp of international affairs. 

In the three countries in question, those entrenched in positions of power 
- Marcello Caetano, the heir to the regime founded by Antonio O. Salazar, 
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in Lisbon) Franco in Madrid) and the Greek Colonels in Athens - must have 
observed these developments with increasing concern. The world they had 
known, and which had protected them for so long) was rapidly changing. 
They were under increasing pressure to adapt, modernize, reform and liberal
ize in order to avoid a major crisis. To advance reforms from a position of 
strength, undercutting the opposition's demands before they were even made, 
would have been the correct tactic. To 'change everything so that everything 
stays the same' - as young Tancredi tells the Prince of Salina in Tomasi di 
Lampedusa)s novel II Gattopardo - is usually the prerogative of those in charge; 
but they cannot always choose when to do so. By the mid- I 970S the time for 
reforms which would leave everything unchanged had come and gone, and 
the rulers knew it. 

The three authoritarian regimes had been profoundly debilitated by the 
social and economic changes of the preceding decade. How else can one 
explain the minimal resistance offered by them? Once the dictatorships fell, 
all the ensuing fierce political struggles focused on the form and direction 
of the transition awqy from the previous order. No one of any significance 
tried to turn back the clock. The nearest the old guard ever came to restoring 
the old order was in Spain on 23 February 1981. On that day Lieutenant
Colonel Antonio Tejero occupied by force the Spanish Cortes (Parliament), 
while Lieutenant-General Milans del Bosch brought his troops on to the 
streets of Valencia. The hopes of the conspirators lasted less than eighteen 
hours. King Juan Carlos de Borb6n's broadcast defending democracy was 
sufficient to demonstrate how out of touch with political realities the old 
guard had become. I 

In none of the three countries were the parties of the Left, socialist or 
communist, instrumental in directly bringing about the end of the regime. In 
Spain the catalyst was the death of the dictator Francisco Franco, and the 
decision of his designated successor, I<Jng Juan Carlos, to become the 
guarantor and promoter of a peaceful transition to SOlne form of democratic 
rule. In Portugal the end of the regime was achieved thanks to a coup led 
by left-wing officers radicalized, at least initially, by professional grievances 
and by a lengthy and unwinnable war in the country's African colonies.2 In 
Greece a failed foreign adventure, the Cyprus affair of the SU111111er of 1974, 
precipitated the fall of the Colonels. 

In all three instances a mediating political figure belonging to the old 
order appeared to guarantee a relatively painless changeover: General Ant6nio 
Spinola in Portugal; I<ing Juan Carlos and his prime minister, Adolfo Suarez 
in Spain; and I(ostantinos I(aramanlis in Greece. This parallelism should not 
be pursued too far. Spinola, a I<erensky-like figure, was removed a few months 
after the coup, in Septen1ber 1974, when the younger officers decided to do 
away with unreliable figureheads. In Greece and Spain the politicians of the 
transition lasted long enough to pave the way for a consolidated democracy. 
I(aramanlis, the foremost representative of the old political class, but a firm 
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opponent of the Greek junta from his Paris exile, remained in charge as 
prime minister from 1974 to 1980. Suarez, who had been a prominent 
Francoist, remained in office until 1981. 

Socialists - unlike the communists had played only a minor role in the 
clandestine struggle against dictatorship in Portugal and in Spain (after the 
civil war). They had been virtually non-existent in Greece before the military 
takeover. Yet the Greek PASOI( (Panellinio Sosialistiko Klnima or Pan
Hellenic Socialist Movement), the Spanish PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero 
Espanol), and the Portuguese PS (partido Socialista) all eventually emerged 
as the dominant national political force. The three politicians associated with 
this unquestionable success - Mario Soares in Portugal, Andreas Papandreou 
in Greece and Felipe Gonzalez in Spain - were either the founders of their 
parties (papandreou and Soares), or had taken it over shortly before the end 
of the regime (Gonzalez). They were all 'new' men. 

As can be seen in Table 2 I. I, the progression of the three socialist parties 
was astonishingly rapid. The socialists were the great victors of the transition, 
the representatives of a new brand of Mediterranean socialism which emerged 
just as the well-established British and German parties were about to enter 
a long period of electoral decline. 

When in opposition, the the PS and PASOI( embraced a some-
what Marxist anti-capitalist rhetoric, distancing themselves from conventional 
social-democratic parties. 

While PASOI( became a mass party very quickly, recruiting members who 
had never been involved in politics before, the PSOE and the PS shared 
\vith their French and Italian counterparts a low level of membership. This 
permitted them a much greater doctrinal flexibility than their communist 
rivals. A small organization, rapidly growing, can react in a less inhibited 
manner to a fast moving situation. Redundant ideological baggage can be 
unloaded in a relatively painless way. 

Neither the Portuguese nor the Spanish socialists used nationalism as a 
rallying cry. On the contrary, their modernity was based on a commitment 
to 'Europe' and, in particular, to European integration. In Portugal, national
ism could not be appropriated by the Left because it was indissolubly 
connected to its colonial past. In Spain, nationalism was seen as a centralizing 
ideology which conflicted directly with the regional nationalisms so strong in 
Catalonia and Euzkadi (the Basque country). Only in Greece could national
ism be identified with the Left. PASOI('s discourse suggested that for Greece 
to become a truly modern country, it had to rid itself of its subordination 
to the West and, above all, to the USA. PASOI( insisted that it stood in 
open opposition not only to the military junta, but also to the corrupt party 
system which existed before. In fact, it was not a party at all, but a 'movement' 

hence its name and slogan: PASOK' Kinima Laotl (PASOI( is a People's 
Movement). 

From the moment it was created (1974), PASOI( distanced itself from the 
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Table 2I.1 Percentage share of the vote of the main political parties in the period of 
transition to democracy in Spain, Portugal and Greece 

Spain 1977 1979 1982 

PSOE 29·3 30.5 48.4 
peE 9·4 10.8 4. 1 

UCD 34·4 35.0 6·7 
AP 8,3 6.0 2.6·5 

Portugal 1975 1976 1979 

PS 40 .7 ;6·7 28·9 
PCP 17·9 15·; 19·5 
PPD/PSD 28.; 2.5. 2 46.3 
CDS 8.2. 16·7 

Greece 1974 1977 J9 81 

PASOK 1;.6 25· 3 48.1 
KKE 9·5 9·4 10·9 
ND 54·; 4 1 •8 35·9 
UC 2.0·4 12.0 0·4 

Notes: Socialists: PSOE, PS and PASOK. Cottlmunists: PCE, PCP and KKE (the latter in 
coalition with other smaller parties - fought the 1974 election under the name of Enomeni 
Aristera (United Left). Conset'vatives and centrist parties: Spain: UCD (Union Centro Demo
cratico), AP (Alianza Popular), Portugal: PSD (partido Social Democrata, formerly PPD 
or Partido Popular Democrata) which in 1979 presented a joint list with the more 
conservative Centro Democratico Social (CDS). Greece: ND (Nea Dimokratia, New Demo
cracy - conservative), UC (Enosis Kentrou, Union of the Centre). 

other social-democratic parties of Europe. This was partly due to the fact 
that, when the military took over in 1967, socialists were in power in a 
nun1ber of European countries (for instance, West Germany, Britain, Sweden 
and Italy), and yet no major sanctions were imposed on Greece, though a 
number of BEe agreements were suspended.3 \X'est European socialists 
supported the 'struggle of the Greek people' against the dictatorship with 
characteristic verbiage and trifling deeds. The British Labour Party passed 
the appropriate resolution at its Annual Conference in 1967, and proceeded 
to offer £100 to the Panellinio Apeleftherotiko lZinima (PAI( - the Pan
hellenic Liberation Movement, led by Andreas Papandreou, which would 
become PASOI( in r 974) an insulting sum even in 1967. 

By contrast, both Spanish and Portuguese socialists were virtually spon
sored by their respected and powerful Western counterparts. The driving 
force was Willy Brandt, President of the Socialist International, supported by 
the Swedish, Austrian and German socialists and social democrats. The 
resources of the International were devoted first to sustaining and develop
ing the socialist parties of Spain and Portugal while they were illegal, and 
later to boosting their standing and prestige when they were competing for 
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votes with the other national parties.4 The intention was to ensure that the 
communists, who had been the main force in clandestinity, would not emerge 
as the principal party of the Left after the end of authoritarianism. The 
Portuguese PS, which lacked organization and grassroots support, was virtually 
created in Germany under the sponsorship and as Soares himself admitted 

with the money of the SPD.5 Thanks to this international help, by the 
summer of 1975 the PS quickly becanle a cohesive and effective organization.6 

In the spring of 1976, Soares held an electoral rally in Opotto, described by 
his biographer as a 'Hollywood spectacular', attended by most of the big 
names of European socialism including Brandt, Palme and K.reisky. 7 This 
international support had been decisive for Soares' career. In 1974, shortly 
after the successful coup, Soares was chosen by General Spinola to be foreign 
minister precisely because of his international contacts.s Finally, Soares ob
tained the all-important support of the USA when the US ambassador in 
Lisbon, Frank Carlucci, convinced the initially reluctant I<issinger that the 
USA had no alternative but to support the socialists. 

Endorsement by the Socialist International was also vital to the fortunes 
of the Spanish socialists who, between 1946 and 1974, never had more than 
2,000 activists. 9 Until the late 19605, the party was inefficiently run by leaders 
in exile who had lost touch with the country. As a consequence, rival 
organizations sprung up everywhere. 1O By 1972, two tendencies competed for 
control within the PSOE: the old guard, or the historicos, under Rodolfo 
Llopis, and the younger renovadores led by activists within the country. The 
main difference between them, apart from generational and personality 
clashes, was the willingness of the renovadores to recognize the communists' 
prominence in the struggle against Franco and the refusal to define the 
PSOE in purely anti-communist terms. 1 I 

The renovadores were the realists in the sense that, by 1970, they recognized 
that Spain had changed and modernized, and that the regime was not about 
to collapse. Strictly speaking, they were, of course, only half-right. The regime 
was about to collapse, but this was precisely because Spain had changed. The 
renovadores won the day because they were more in tune with the new Spain 
which was emerging from under the stifling mantle of the dictatorship. They 
did not simply wait for it to collapse. Thanks to his organizational skills, and 
his frenetic travels throughout Franco's Spain, Felipe Gonzalez, supported by 
the Andalusian and Basque federations, emerged in 1974 as the paramount 
leader, just as the fall of the regime was in sight. 

The victory of the renovadores was sealed by the Socialist International's 
decision to recognize them, and not the followers of Llopis, as the true 
leaders of the PSOE. The last congress in exile of the PSOE was held at 
Suresnes, on the outskirts of Paris, in 1974. 

Communists could never hope to obtain international support on this 
scale. They were situated in the 'wrong' sphere of influence, where Soviet 
support was more of a liability than an asset (except, presumably, for finances). 
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Santiago Carrillo, the leader of the Partido Comunista de Espana (PCE) , 
sought to buttress his international position through the development of 
'Eurocommunism' and a close relationship with the Italian PCI. This was no 
match for Gonzalez's reliance on socialist parties in power. The attendance 
of Willy Brandt, 010f Palme, Michael Foot, Pietro Nenni and Frans:ois 
Mitterrand at the Twenty-seventh Congress of the PSOE in December 1976 
- when the party was still officially banned - enhanced the prestige of the 
socialists. 12 Conversely, in Portugal, Alvaro Cunhal, leader of the Partido 
Comunista Portugues (PCP), soon lost the support of the PCI, which was 
embarrassed by the PCP's disregard for pluralist democracy. Though Cunhal 

a manifestly unreconstructed Stalinist - followed Berlinguer in accepting 
Portugal's membership of NATO, and stopped using the expression 'the 
dictatorship of the proletariat' at the PCP's first legal congress (20 October 
1974), he was soon left with no powerful friends in the West. 13 Cunhal's 
conscious decision to support the Soviet Union in all matters helped Soares 
to emerge as the West's best bet. 14 Soares' criticism of Cunhal, based on 
considerable international experience, was well-founded: Cunhal, explained 
Soares in 1976, believed that it was possible to make a 'socialist revolution 
in the far corner of the old continent with no regard for the international 
situation, neglecting the constraints of European politics and forgetting the 
immediate vicinity of Spain'. IS 

International prestige in the countries of Southern Europe is an important 
political currency. The craving to be ·assimilated into the efficient, civilized, 
prosperous and, above all, modern world of Northern Europe, the fear of 
backwardness and underdevelopment, the memories of dependency all this 
created, particularly among the urban classes, an attitude of deferential respect 
towards anyone supported by rich and modern foreigners. 

The overt support of the Socialist International helped the Portuguese 
and Spanish socialists to receive the endorsement of entrepreneurs who could 
no longer countenance being excluded from the European Community and 
its markets. Repression and dictatorship had helped Iberian capitalism by 
protecting it from unruly trade unions and foreign competition. But the 
situation was rapidly changing. Capitalists, who, unlike socialists, are quick to 
get rid of unprofitable ideas, were busy becoming tomorrow's democrats. 

Crises of transition from one regime to another share a fundamental trait: 
no single political force is able to dominate events and plan the whole process. 
The name of the game is short-term responsiveness, not long-term planning. 
Each initiative changes the overall relation of forces. Each of the contending 
parties must continuously reassess its position. The outcome is uncertain. In 
transitional crises of the kind we are examining, the old opponents are quickly 
defeated. The subsequent struggle takes place among yesterday'S allies. 

Just as, in wartime Europe, communists had dominated the Resistance 
against fascisol and Nazism (see chapter 4), so they had been also the only 
serious opposition under the dictatorship. In Spain, the PCE, an insignificant 
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force before 1936, banned between the end of the Spanish Civil War (1939) 
and April 1977, had become by the time of Franco's death the largest party 
in Spain in terms of membership.16 The PCE's illegal trade union organization, 
Comisiones Obreras (CC.OO.), had been the main source of strength for the 
defence of workers' rights under Franco. 

In Portugal) the PCP, virtually the sale significant opposition, had never 
been able to achieve any notable political mobilization until the coup of 
1974.17 Nevertheless, through long and patient clandestine work, it had 
managed to secure a foothold in the state-controlled trade unions. IS 

In Greece the I<ommounistiko Komma Elladas (I(I<E) was banned be
tween 1947 and 1974. Nevertheless, it was able to fight elections under the 
banner of the United Democratic Left (Eniaia Dimokratiki Aristera - EDA). 
Thus Greece, until the advent of the military junta in 1967, had some of the 
genuine ingredients - as well as the fas:ade of a liberal democracy. 

As had happened elsewhere, the ideology of the communists, their organ
ization, commitment and selfless dedication stood them in good stead when 
fighting an oppressive regime. When this started to crumble, and democracy 
was restored, the communist parties - whether 'Eurocommunist' like the 
PCE, or traditionalist like the PCP and the I(I<E - were unable to remain 
the leading party of the Left as the PCI and the PCF had done after 1945. 

Until the early 1960s, the PCE assumed that well-organized general strikes 
could bring down the regime. The failure of the strike waves of the late 
1950S proved this to be illusory. During the 1960s, under the leadership of 
Carrillo, the PCE adopted more flexible policies, shedding some of its 
traditional anti-clericalism and its rigid adherence to Soviet-style Marxism
Leninism. In so doing, it differed from the 'unreconstructed' communist 
parties of Greece and Portugal, though even they were not averse to some 
drastic modernization when required. The PCE's revisionism commenced in 
1956 when it called for 'National Reconciliation' in its Declaracion del PCE por 
la ReconciliaciOn National. The date is significant, for in 1956 Stalin was openly 
denounced in Moscow and the strategy of 'national roads to socialism' was 
given the green light by the CPSU. It was also the twentieth anniversary of 
the beginning of the Spanish Civil War. The PCE's call was meant to reassure 
the Spanish people that it had no intention of reopening the wounds of the 
civil war.19 The PCE feared that its association with the civil war and with 
Soviet communism would prevent it from being accepted as a normal party 
in post-Franco Spain. 

This was not a problem the PSOE suffered from. As long as it kept its 
distance from any form of Soviet communism, and appeared to be a Western 
democratic party, the Socialist Party could assume that it would have a major 
role to play in an eventual democratic Spain. Consequently, the socialists had 
much greater freedom of manoeuvre than the communists, whose search for 
legitimacy shaped their every action. 

Perhaps mesmerized by the Italian model provided by the PCI, the PCE 
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overestimated the importance of the Roman Catholic churc;h in Spain. No 
progress, the communists assumed, could be made against the wishes of 
Catholics. Although the church had provided the crucial ideological cover 
for Franco, thanks to the aggiornamento of the Vatican Council and the growing 
grassroots unrest among priests working in the community, it was no longer 
the monolithic reactionary force it had once been. By 1970, even formerly 
conservative bishops were condemning police brutality and supporting 
strikers. 20 The peE reasoned that, as in post~fascist Italy, post-Franco Spain 
would witness the emergence of a large and powerful Christian Democratic 
Party, which would become the main source of political legitimacy. Accord
ingly, the PCE would have to cultivate all potential and actual Christian 
democrats, just as Togliatti had co-operated with the DC between 1944 and 
1947 (see chapter 5), and Berlinguer had called for a historic comprolnise 
with the DC in 1973 (chapter 20). Thus, the PCE's 'Spanish road to socialism' 
was all too often an Italian version in Spanish clothes. 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the PCE performed a complex balancing 
act. It sought to reassure its erstwhile 'enemies' - the church, the middle 
classes, the entrepreneurs and the liberals by insisting that Spanish com~ 
munists would behave just like any other party in a democratic Spain. Along 
with the Italian and the French, the Spanish communists condemned the 
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and were active participants in the develop
ment of Eurocommunism. Santagio Carrillo's own 'Ettrocomunismo' y Estado 
(1977) was sternly and, one should add, helpfully attacked by the Soviet 
journal NeuJ Times in June 1977.21 

This distancing from the Soviet model of communism was well received 
by the new, better educated recruits to the party, but not by the older militants 
\vho had valiantly fought during the civil war and had remained active during 
the harshest years of the regime. They had come to disbelieve everything the 
'bourgeois' world and the Franco regime said and wrote on the USSR. They 
remained committed to the idea that a swift transition to socialism could 
begin as soon as the regime had disappeared. 22 Thus, the PCE which had 
fought against the dictatorship with greater consistency than anyone else 
was constantly forced to defend its democratic intentions, while resisting 
accusations of duplicity. Its critical accomplishment was to contribute to the 
establishment of democracy in Spain by organizing denlonstrations and strikes, 
by being the lnain focus of opposition to Franco, and by accepting rather 
than sabotaging the process of democratic transition. 

In all three countries socialists thus dominated the post-transition period, 
while the comtnunists had been the main opposition force in the pre-transition 
period. 

In Greece and Spain the transition was directed by moderate forces. 
Whether they went further than they had thought feasible or desirable is 
arguable. Nevertheless, they established the building blocks for a transition 
which was surprisingly painless and peaceful. In Portugal, by contrast, the 
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process was longer and more open-ended: between 1974 and 1976, it was 
not clear whether the country would become a Western liberal democracy, or 
whether it would turn out to be, as the communists hoped, a 'progressive' 
people's democracy. However, by the late 1970S, all three countries had 
converged with the rest of Western Europe. None of them exhibited an 
important anti-systemic, far Right party harking back to authoritarianism. All 
of them produced a fairly 'normal' left-right bipolarization between a Left 
dominated by socialist or social-democratic parties, and a Right made up of 
moderate conservative parties favouring a market economy and traditional 
values. In all three there was a communist patty able and willing to play a 
role in parliamentary politics, like those in Finland, France and Sweden. 
Contrary to expectations, in none of the three countries did there emerge 
strong parties closely allied to the church. Neither the Roman Catholic church 
in Spain and Portugal nor the Orthodox church in Greece intervened strongly 
in the politics of the post-transition period. 23 Italy thus remained a special 
case on two counts: it had both a Left where the Communist Party was the 
main force and a hegemonic Catholic party. 

In Spain and Portugal capitalist development itself was the harbinger of 
change. Until the late 1950S, the economic development of Spain and Portugal 
was based on autarchic policies. The idea that capitalism should be allowed 
to develop according to liberal principles of non-state intervention, free trade 
and deregulation never held sway in Franco's Spain or in Salazar's Portugal. 

Portugal's large state sector was in part the result of the dominant political 
philosophy of the regime: an authoritarian corporatist New State (E'stado 
Novo), based on the Roman Catholic concept of social harmony among all 
groups in society, and traditional religious and family values (Deus, ptitria e 
familia).24 In this corporate state employers accepted significant state control 
in return for various privileges, including protectionism and other res trictions 
on competition.25 The hallmark of the Estado Novo was not, however, its 
corporate structure, but what Opello has called an 'overinstitutionalized' 
administrative apparatus, dominated by technocrats in effective charge of 
policy. 26 

The policy of autarchy followed by the Salazar reghne prevented the 
country from benefiting from the European economic expansion of the 19 50S. 
In 1960 Portugal was still the poorest country in Europe. It decided to 
change course radically. Portugal joined EFTA, GATT, the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund.27 The country became more dependent on 
Europe, as exports and imports grew more rapidly than GNP'28 After 1960, 
the importance of Europe as a market for Portugal increased steadily, while 
that of the African colonies declined correspondingly.29 The reorientation of 
Portuguese trade towards Europe coincided with the growth of anti-colonial 
armed struggle in its African colonies, beginning in 1961 in Angola, in 1963 
in Guinea Bissau, and in 1964 in Mozambique. There was thus a major 
conflict of interest between maintaining an empire by force and Portugal's 
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integration into the international economy. The abandonment of the empire 
was becoming an economic necessity. 

As these processes developed, industry replaced agriculture as the main 
contributor to economic growth.30 Portugal became an importer of food, 
especially of meat. 31 There was a massive exodus from the countryside and 
a shortage of labour, aggravated by constant emigration. Portugal and Spain 
were becon1ing increasingly dependent on foreign trade and on remittances 
from workers who had emigrated. Emigration was a substantial contributor 
to the regular balance of payments surpluses achieved by both countries, 
while GNP increase averaged over 6 per cent throughout most of the 19608.32 
Emigration was such a significant factor in the Portuguese economy that the 
working population of the country actually shrank between 1960 and 1963. 
By 1973, 14 per cent of the workforce was abroad. 33 By the time of the 
military coup, Paris had become the second Portuguese city in population 
not surprisingly, as the minimum wage in France was more than could be 
obtained by almost any worker in Portuga1.34 Emigration meant that domestic 
unemployment had been virtually eliminated.3s 

A modernizing tendency emerged at the heart of the Portuguese establish~ 
ment. Its organizing network was the Opus Dei, a lay order of Catholic 
intellectuals founded in 19z8 by Jose Maria de Balaguer. By 1950; this kind 
of 'holy mafia' was exceptionally strong among the academic elites in both 
Portugal and Spain. Politically, its main aim was the incorporation of the 
Iberian economies into the framework of the West European capitalist system. 
In Portugal the Opus Dei technocrats, who had become junior ministers in 
the Caetano governn1ent of the late 1960s, had come to view the colonial 
wars as a major obstacle to modernization. 

Economic developn1ents in Spain resembled those in Portugal. Until the 
late 1950s, the Spanish economy, like the Portuguese, had been driven by 
state interventionism, protectionism in the form of quantitative restriction 
on ilnports, severe exchange controls and an overvalued currency.36 It suffered 
social unrest and discontent, inflation, a balance of payn1ents deficit, flight of 
capital and low productivity.37 In 1957 Alberto Ullastres Calvo and Mariano 
Navarro Rubio, both leading metnbers of Opus Dei, entered the government 
in positions of far greater importance than their Portuguese counterparts. 
They rationalized economic management by creating the Office of Econolnic 
Co-ordination and Planning, with the intention of integrating Spain into 'the 
booming world of advanced Western capitalism'.38 By 1958 Spain had joined 
the World Bank, the IMP and OEEC (later OECD). Yet in January 1959 the 
economy was approaching catastrophe. This considerably strengthened the 
hands of the Opus Dei reformers. In July 1959, under pressure from the 
IMF and the OECD, whose May 1959 report criticized the gross overvaluation 
of the peseta, Spain broke decisively with its protectionist past. The currency 
was devalued by a sweeping 4z.9 per cent, establishing a fixed gold parity. A 
few months later, the Stabilization Plan was launched, international trade was 
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liberalized, tourism promoted, foreign credits obtained.39 Spain failed in its 
attempt, post-1962, to gain full membership of the BEe, because of the 
undemocratic nature of its regime. However, a preferential trade agreement 
was signed between Spain and the European Community in 1970. 

The Stabilization Plan was essentially a symbolic gesture. Spain's indicative 
planning system, which the Opus Dei technocrats had set up, had the central 
aim of protecting a selected elite of business groups from the impact of 
change.40 Planning requires flexibility and Spain's planners were severely 
constrained; they lacked reliable statistics and proper funding. 41 What made 
Spain grow was foreign trade not Francoist dirigisme. Spain's GNP grew in 
the 19605 at an average annual rate of 7 per cent - higher than Portugal, 
though lower than Greece. Productivity in industry increased at a yearly rate 
of 6.8 per cent in the period 1960-72.42 This was one of the highest rates in 
Europe though, of course, Spanish productivity remained very low in absolute 
terms. 

The share of the labour force in agriculture and fisheries shrank from 42 
per cent in 1960 to 23 per cent in 1974. There was a considerable increase 
in the manufacturing sector which, by 1973, accounted for 67 per cent of 
exports.43 Between I960 and 1974 exports nearly doubled. 44 Growth followed 
a pattern similar to the earlier Italian 'miracle~ of 1958-63: a consumer boom 
based on spending on cars and consumer durables; real estate speculation; a 
massive expansion of the building industry; and the irrevocable destruction 
of the beauty of the Costa del Sol. As in Italy, this growth was grossly 
unbalanced and increased regional disparities; for instance, in 1970, 70 per 
cent of Madrid homes had a television against only I I per cent in the province 
of Soria.45 

Portugal and Spain became heavily reliant on trade. Portugal was par
ticularly dependent on trade with Britain, a fellow member of EFTA. When 
Britain joined the EEe in 1973, Portugal had no choice but to seek to do 
the same. An agreement was reached in 1973 between the EEC and Portugal. 
However, no further steps could be taken because the ComtTIunity, following 
the Birkelbach Report of 1962, had adopted political conditions for admission 
which prevented the acceptance of undemocratic regimes. It was simply 
unthinkable that a future democratically elected European Parliament (as it 
was after 1979) should have members selected through a rigged or distorted 
electoral mechanism. Thus, there was a serious and growing contradiction 
between the economic interests of the business community and the ruling 
political establishment. 

During the last ten to fifteen years of dictatorships, the Portuguese and 
Spanish economies restructured themselves along similar lines - though Spain 
was always much richer. Per capita income increased steadily, helped by a 
spectacular increase in productivity. The growth of capitalism created the 
conditions which made the authoritarian regimes obsolete and social demo
cracy possible. As Baklanoff so aptly put it: 
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the dynamic expansion of the world economy from around 1960 to 1973 was a 
necessary condition for the realization of accelerated growth in the Iberian pen
insula. For it was the international economy, and most especially the industrialized 
countries of Western Europe, that presented Spain and Portugal with surging 
markets for their products, sent them free+spending tourists by the millions, 
invested in their factories and real estate, and employed a goodly share of their 
'surplus' manpower. 46 

Emigration and economic growth brought about an 'induced' full en1ployment 
resulting in upward pressure on real wages. Even though workers could not 
strike freely and were deprived of independent trade unions, the movement 
of their wages reflected conditions in other advanced economies. Inter
dependence is blind to political ideologies: it constrains everyone fascists 
and social democrats, liberals and right-wing dictators. 

In both Portugal and Spain the early 1970S were characterized by rising 
expectations. Although only state-sanctioned trade unions were allowed to 
function, wages increased steadily. Spain, in particular, had a consistently 
high level of industrial unrest, with frequent and bitter strikes in the Asturias 
and Catalonia. The communists' decision to work within the official unions 
reduced the ability of the Franco regime to control the working class. By the 
end of the 19605, many industrialists had been forced to negotiate with the 
con11uunist-led CC.00.47 By the time Franco died, the Spanish working class 
had accumulated more than ten years' experience of strike action and trade 
union negotiations.48 The period of maximum pressure on wages (I972-74) 
occurred at the worst possible time (from the point of view of the dictator
ships in all three countries), because it coincided with the oil shock. The 
negative effect of this was felt directly and indirectly: directly, because the 
shock increased the oil import bill - with particular severity in Portugal, 
which relied on imports for all its oil supplies;49 indirectly> because the 
recession had hit other countries, so that the vital remittances of Portuguese 
and Spanish emigrants from abroad was reduced. Portugal's balance of 
payments, in surplus thanks to these remittances, moved into deficit after 
1974.50 

The relative absence of social conflict in Portugal (as compared to Spain) 
had the effect of containing the internal pressure for reform. The Portuguese 
diehards hampered Caetano's timid reformist initiatives. 51 In Spain, however, 
social unrest was one of the determinants of the transition to democracy. 
Attempts to buy it off through increases in wages aggravated the plight of 
an economy badly hit by the oil price rise. In Portugal social unrest occurred 
only after the military takeover, and helped to push the revolution forwards. 
In Greece the transition was far more restricted to the elites than in the 
other two countries. 

Econon1ic prosperity is a great engine for change. Democracies are much 
better at adapting to modernization than other systems. In Italy, for instance, 
one might have expected that the consumer boom of the late 19 50S would 
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have destabilized a traditional party like the DC. But the DC was forced by 
electoral politics to find new ways of keeping in touch with the changing 
aspirations of the population. It played the cards of tradition and modern
ization, both in politics and in economics. The Franco and Salazar regimes 
could accept the modernization of the economy, but not of the political 
system. When the 'economic miracle' had nearly run its course, the Italian 
DC could renew the political system by bringing in new blood, in the shape 
of the Italian Socialist Party. Franco and Salazar could bring in, at best, 
enlightened technocrats, at worst obtuse bureaucrats. 

Mass consumption is a revolutionary force. It cannot be used to pacify 
the workers without inducing political changes. High consumption requires 
high wages. But what is the point of an authoritarian regime if it cannot 
contain wages? As the consumer society expanded in Spain and, to a lesser 
extent, in Portugal, it made these two countries more similar to the rest of 
Western Europe. Psychologically, this meant that the Spanish middle classes 
were readier to experiment with democracy which, as France, Britain and 
West Germany testified, co-existed quite happily with consumer capitalism. 
The young executives recruited by foreign firms picked up the habits and 
culture of the international business class (including sharp clothes, airport 
novels and bad manners), and passed them on to their counterparts in 
Spanish-owned firms. 52 Traditional Catholic values, the life-support system of 
the regime, could not co-exist, unsullied, with the alleged delights of the 
consumer society: easier sex, pornography, topless bathing, hedonism, the 
pursuit of wealth. The tourism boom was particularly pronounced in the 
poorest part of Spain. Local farmers' sons were transfonned into waiters 
overnight. In John Hooper's perceptive words: 'Accustomed to measuring 
the time in hours, they were all of a sudden expected to think in minutes.'53 
As a result, according to a study carried out in 1971, 90 per cent of all non
chronic mental illness in rural Malaga was among young males who had 
gone to work on the coast. 54 

The economic successes of the two Iberian dictatorships had catapulted 
their societies into the modern world. But this, far from solidifying their 
regimes, made them appear redundant, technically obsolete, and anachron
istic. S5 This had become so evident that many supporters of the two regimes 
began to advocate change. In Spain, Manuel Fraga lribarne, later leader of 
the conservative Alianza Popular, published EI desarrollo politico (Political 
Development) in 1971, in which he argued that Spain required modern 
political institutions since it had now become an industrial society. S6 In 
Portugal a senior general, Antonio Spinola, had written a book, Portugal e 0 

futuro (Portugal and the Future), which appeared in 1974, a few weeks before 
the military takeover, in which he provided a plan for extricating Portugal 
from its unwinnable colonial \vars. 
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The Revoiufiio in Portugal 

The transition to democracy was far more dramatic in Portugal than in the 
other two countries. The bloodless military takeover of April 1974 was 
followed by twenty-seven months of political crisis and six provisional govern
ments, before the establishment of the first constitutional government on 2.2. 

July 1976. It became clear, soon after the coup, that the Socialist Party (PS) 
was, electorally speaking, the dominant force. Consequently, the sooner a 
Western-type liberal democracy was established, the sooner political power 
would shift away from the military and their supporters, the communists. In 
Greece and Spain it was always clear that the only credible alternative to the 
old regime was a parliamentary democracy. 

From its inception the Portuguese Revolution - as the military takeover 
was called, with some justification - was strongly reminiscent of the fervour 
and hopes of May 1968 in Paris: the same belief that everything was possible; 
a similar feeling that 'normality' was suspended; the same intoxicating excite
ment. The way it was launched was emblematic. On the night of 2.4-2 S April 
1974, a DJ working at Radio Clube Portuguesa selected a song the regime 
had banned, Grandola vila morena - a ballad about a village in the Alentejo. 
This was the agreed signal for military units to converge on Lisbon to take 
power. It was the first revolution launched by aDJ. 

That the regime was tottering was obvious to many. That it would be 
brought down by an internal military coup led by young officers was not. 
The socialist leader, Mario Soares, for instance, in a book which first appeared 
in France in 1972 (publication in Portugal was then impossible), referred to 
possible sources of opposition to the regime in the church and business 
circles, but not in the military. 57 

The officers now in charge appointed as provisional president General 
Spinola, the best-known advocate of reform under the old regime, and 
constituted themselves as the Movinlento das For<;as Armadas or MFA (the 
Armed Forces Movement). They declared their objective to be the establish
ment of a democratic regime and legalized all political parties. Less than a 
month after their takeover, in May 1974, the MFA proceeded to constitute a 
largely civilian government, including four socialists and two communists. The 
contradiction between a democratic party systen1 and a special role for the 
military (presumably unsanctioned by election) was glossed over by all con
cerned, because it was felt that the army was the only force which could 
prevent the return of the old regime. This had become obvious on I 1 March 
1975, when plans for a coup led by General Spinola - who, worried by the 
strength of the Left, had resigned on 30 September 1974 - were thwarted by 
the MFA. This signalled a further radicalization of the revolution and con
firmed the general belief that it was not possible to govern the country without 
granting considerable powers of veto to the MFA. This assumption was shared 
by all the parties, though only the communists accepted it wholeheartedly. 
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Though the paths of the PS and of the PCP soon diverged, in the early 
days after the coup the main preoccupation of the whole Left was a speedy 
establishment of democracy. That this was the objective of the socialists was 
never in doubt; but even the PCP was, in this initial phase, in favour of fully
fledged civilian government. This was made clear by the PCP leader himself, 
Alvaro Cunhal, after he landed at Lisbon airport on 30 April. His hero, 
Lenin, on arriving in similar circumstances (Le. following the outbreak of a 
revolution he had not initiated) at Petrograd's Finland Station, had changed 
the party line and urged the Bolsheviks to withdraw their support from the 
provisional government. Cunhal did nothing of the sort. He declared that 
the immediate demands of the PCP were the consolidation of the revolution 
by re-establishing all democratic freedoms, legalizing all political parties, 
ending the colonial war, increasing wages, and electing a Constituent 
Assembly.58 Socialism as an immediate objective was not mentioned. Notwith
standing its pro-Soviet rhetoric and its espousal of the idea of a democracy 
'supervised' by a progressive military, the PCP was then as moderate in its 
demands as any Eurocommunist party might have been. 

Co-operation between the newly-formed political parties, especially those 
of the Left, and the military thus seemed at first to be based on mutual 
interest. The military needed the civilians to demonstrate that the revolution 
had been democratic. The Left parties needed the military to defend the 
revolution. Problems arose when it became apparent that a significant faction 
of the MFA intended to go beyond the mere establishment of democracy, 
towards the institution of socialism. Having legalized strikes in August 1974, 
the MFA indicated how close it had come to acknowledging the PCP as the 
true representative of the working class by recognizing the communist
dominated trade union, Intersindical, as the sole workers' organization in 
Portugal. 59 

After the abortive rightnwing coup of II March 1975, the Revolufao turned 
further to the Left. The government nationalized banks and insurance com
panies. As a result, the state found itself in partial or complete control of 
over one thousand enterprises in which the banks had a controlling share.60 

Though the government wisely refrained from nationalizing foreign-owned 
concerns,61 the takeovers appeared to suggest that the objective was the 
rapid construction of a planned economy. That there were radicals in the 
MFA committed to this policy, was not in dispute. This, however, does not 
explain why the nationalizations occurred. 

As General Vasco Gons:alves, prime minister at the time, explained, many 
of the nationalizations, which occurred after March 1975, were occasioned by 
necessity. Some firms (for instance in the cement industry) had been taken 
over at the request of their workforce, in order to defend jobs since the 
owners had fled abroad; or because only a government takeover would enable 
them to obtain the necessary funds to keep production going.62 

Even after these nationalizations, the Portuguese public sector accounted 
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for only a quarter of GDP - a modest proportion at the time in Western 
Europe.63 Nevertheless, the impression at home and abroad was that Portugal 
could be 'lost' to the West. This impression was constantly reinforced by 
communist activists - whom the leadership could not always fully control -
who deployed a comprehensive arsenal of revolutionary rhetoric, culled from 
the history of the communist movement and liberation struggles. Collective 
farms adopted names like Red Star Collective, while people found themselves 
being addressed as camarada (comrade) by total strangers. 

Between 1974 and 1975, a key difference had emerged between commun
ists and socialists. The communists recognized that the military were the best 
guarantors of the success of the revolution, and feared that a return to 
parliamentary democracy would bring about their own marginalization. Ac
cordingly, they refused to challenge the military publicly. Equally coherently, 
the PS, having surfaced as the leading Portuguese political party in the 
elections to the Constituent Assembly of 2. 5 April 1975) became the leading 
proponent of parliamentary democracy and, consequently, the rallying point, 
nationally and internationally, for all those opposing the radicalization of the 
Portuguese Revolution. 

The elections to the Constituent Assembly - the first ever free elections 
in the history of the country demonstrated that the PCP had no hope of 
achieving power by electoral means. The results speak for themselves: the 
socialists, with ; 7.9 per cent, obtained I 16 seats; the centrist Partido Popular 
Democrata (PPD), led by Francisco Sa Carneiro, a former liberal critic of 
Caetano, obtained eighty-one seats; with 26.4 per cent and the conservatives 
of the CDS, with 7.6 per cent, obtained sixteen seats. The PCP and its allies 
obtained a disappointing 17.9 per cent and thirty-five seats. 

The elections also revealed that the PS was an authentically national party; 
it did well in all urban areas, north and south, and in southern rural areas.64 

The moderate parties, the PPD and the CDS, did well only in the north. The 
communist vote remained heavily concentrated in the south. In the north, 
they were the target of widespread violence.65 Though on the whole the 
church kept a low profile, the Archbishop of Braga called for an anti
communist crusade. Two hundred PCP offices were burned in rural violence 
co-ordinated by right-wing underground movements. 66 

Even before the 1975 elections, Cunhal had become convinced that to call 
for a return of the military to their barracks after the elections to the 
Constituent Assembly was tantamount to calling for the liquidation of the 
revolution. He became the principal civilian exponent of the 'institution
alization' of the MFA.67 

After the 1975 elections, Soates prudently opted for the continuation of 
a government of national unity, hoping to contain the growing influence of 
the PCP and of the armed forces, and to avoid splitting the country into two 
hostile blocs.68 Soares was well aware that even though, electorally, his party 
was much stronger than the PCP, in reality, the superior organization of the 
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communists, and their close ties to a section of the military, made them 
stronger should a revolutionary situation develop further. 69 

However, a growing section of the military was reluctant to pursue the 
cause of militancy. The time was propitious for a socialist disengagement 
from the government. The socialists used the excuse of the 'takeover' by 
leftist supporters of the hitherto pro-socialist daily Republica to withdraw 
from the coalition (10 July 1975)' This was the signal for the final parting of 
the ways between socialists and communists. Cunhal denounced the 'hysterical 
anti-communism' of the socialists,70 and accused Soares of being a 'reaction
ary'.71 Cunhal moved towards an increasingly military solution: 'Our party', 
he proclaimed, 'considers that the MFA, a revolutionary progressive move~ 
ment, is the best armed guarantor of the Revolution and of its continuation 
in alliance with the popular forces.' 72 

The backlash was almost inevitable. The move towards a further radical
ization of the revolution would have required either nationwide popular 
backing, or the near-unanimous support of the military. Neither condition 
existed. Internationally, the revolution was isolated. The power vacuum caused 
by the temporary difficulties of the USA had been sufficient to allow the 
revolution to take place in the first instance, but to not let it develop into 
a Cuban-type fortress regime at the westernmost extremity of Western 
Europe. 

Soares' longer-term aim was the elimination of the military from politics, 
but to reach this goal he needed allies within the military. Only the armed 
forces could send the armed forces back to their barracks. Having rejoined 
the government in September 1975) the socialists cultivated close relations 
with the so-called Group of Nine, which included important military officers 
led by Lieutenant-Colonel Melo Antunes. On Z5 November, the Group moved 
swiftly to prevent an alleged attempted left-wing coup, led by Otelo de 
Carvalho and his internal security force, COPCON. Carvalho always denied 
the allegation.73 Whether the Group of Nine intervention was a move by 
moderate officers to prevent a revolutionary coup, or, as Otelo claimed, a 
plot of the 'Right' to stop the revolution, is in1material. The truth is probably 
that each group had a plan of defence against a suspected coup from the 
other side.74 The 'moderates' were better prepared and better organized than 
the 'revolutionaries', and had the majority of the population on their side (as 
expressed in the elections earlier that year). 

The strategy of the PCP had failed. The communists had been dragged 
by the radicals in the military further to the left than they had ever intended. 
They had been trapped. Had they shadowed Soares, they would have obtained 
the praise of the bien-pensant middle classes, but not their votes. Now defeated, 
they lived on as they had always done, in the antechamber of History, waiting, 
once again, for the hour of the revolution. 

After that, in practice, 'the party was over.' The sixth provisional govern
ment under Admiral Pinheiro de Azevedo explained that the country's 
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economy now depended on the discipline of the workers and the unions.75 

This led to the first austerity budget in January 1976. 
It has generally been assumed that the revolution's utter disregard for the 

laws of economics were the main cause of the painful financial rectitude 
which was to follow the festive spirit of 1974-76.76 A more sober analysis 
shows that the deterioration in economic conditions was attributable to the 
'normal' effects of the oil-triggered recession in the West, rather than to the 
excesses of leftist officers. Had a group of inter-galactic economists been 
provided with all the relevant economic data, but kept ignorant of the political 
turmoil of 1974-76, they would have come to the conclusion that the 
Portuguese economy, in spite of a revolution and six provisional revolutionary 
governments in two years, behaved in much the same way as all the others.77 
The outstanding economic consequence of the revolution was a massive 
increase in the incomes of industrial and rural workers. Between 1973 and 
1975, the share of wages in national income rose from 52 per cent to 69 per 
cent. 78 There was thus a significant shift in the proportion of the national 
wealth going to the working class, accompanied by a sharp increase in personal 
consumption and a narrowing of differentials) thanks to the introduction of 
the minimum wage in June 1974.79 

The very high inflation of those years (over 30 per cent) was often blamed 
on this movement of wages. But prices had begun to surge before April 
1974, under the impetus of high military spending and rising oil prices.so In 
addition to the problems connected with the worldwide recession, Portugal 
was also faced by economic difficulties caused by the fall of its empire in 
Africa. 

Even before the successful completion of the negotiations aimed at 
granting independence to the three Portuguese colonies Oanuary 1975), nearly 
one hundred thousand settlers had returned from Africa - the so-called 
retornados. They were followed by a further 339,000 in 1975.81 This was a very 
high number the entire population of Portugal was then 8.6 million. The 
retornados were nearly as numerous as the French settlers who returned to the 
mother country after Algerian independence; but the population of France 
was five times that of Portugal and France, of course, was a far richer 
country.82 Portugal not only had to absorb these refugees, who obviously had 
little sympathy for the revolution, but also had to cope with the demobil
ization of many of the troops who had been deployed against the guerrillas: 
military manpower was halved between 1975 and 1978, while unemployment 
increased fourfold, froo) 2..2. pet cent in 1974 to 8.4 per cent in 1978. Finally, 
one should not discount the loss of privileged markets in colonies. Following 
a trend established in the I960s, exports to the forn1er empire declined, 
while exports to Europe continued to rise. 83 

This econolnically negative trend coincided with the European recession, 
and the consequent balance of payments deficit. Portugal now faced a new 
problem: 'managing economic growth with a balance of payments constraint.'84 
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The austerity which was imposed at the beginning of 1976 must be seen 
in this perspective. To avoid austerity, it would have been necessary to insulate 
Portugal from the rest of the world behind a brick wall or an iron curtain 
of protectionism (these metaphors suggest themselves). Rationing would have 
followed. The pain and misery would have been more equally shared, but no 
democratically elected government would have survived the inevitable un
popularity. In other words, the stark choice facing Portugal was some form 
of capitalist austerity or some kind of Soviet-style protectionism. Wisely, in 
July 1976, a majority of the Portuguese electorate opted for the Socialist 
Party, a party which would continue the policy of 'capitalist' austerity as a 
painful necessity, rather than - as the conservatives would have seen it - as 
a joyful return to reason and realism. 

At the July election, the PS had lost some ground (from 40.7 per cent to 
36.7 per cent), but remained the largest party. Soares became the prime 
minister of a minority socialist government which, unable and unwilling to 
reach an agreen1ent with the communists, who had decided to remain 'the 
party of the revolution', had to rely on the two conservative parties to 
continue with austerity policies. The predicament of the Portuguese Left was 
that it was divided between two parties, neither of which had a distinctive 
strategy for the governance of capitalism. The coolmunists did not believe 
that 'managing capitalism' was their responsibility; it was something best left 
to the bourgeoisie. Their own task was to make the revolution. If the 
conditions for it had evaporated, then it was preferable to wait for better 
times. Underneath their old Leninist rhetoric, Portuguese communists ex
hibited a deep passivity reminiscent of the J<autskyist 'wait-and-see' tradition 
which they themselves affected to despise. In this, they were no different 
from the French Communist Party. The socialists were left to run Portuguese 
capitalism as best they could - that is, as a minority government under the 
full impact of constraints stemming from the country's historically weak 
position and its recent upheaval. As they had no ideas of their own as to 
what to do, they had to accept those prevailing at the time, while trying to 
protect their electorate from the worst effects of austerity policies. 

Austerity was dictated only in part by the requirements of the domestic 
economy. It was also necessary to pay back some of the heavy borrowing 
obtained from foreign banks and institutions. Taxes were raised. Public sector 
prices were increased. A tight monetary policy was established. Wage restraint 
was imposed. Firms were again enabled to dismiss workers. 

The Soares government also compensated those who lost land or other 
assets during the revolution. In the autumn of 1976, the government moved 
troops to evict some of the peasants who had illegally seized estates in the 
Alentejo, even though the farms were small and the soil was poor.85 The 
evictions were designed to demonstrate that the revolutionary period was 
over by moving against the poor farmers of the Alentejo, which had been 
one of the centres of communist support. 
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The agrarian reform had been the most important measure implemented 
by the previous revolutionary governments. It surpassed in social and eco
nomic amplitude, and in its redistributive impact, any other progressive 
measure taken by any of the transitional governments of the three countries 
we are examining. It had been openly and consistently advocated by the 
landless labourers of the south, where agriculture was based on large estates 
or latijundia. Those southern rural workers who had left the land found 
employment in Portuguese cities (unlike northerners who emigrated). ihis 
had led to a close connection between the industrial working class and the 
rural proletariat of the south. Southern industrial plants were larger than in 
the north; the concentration of workers facilitated the development of radical 
trade unionism. Thus, southerners tended to be more radical than northerners. 
The party which best represented this revolutionary potential was the PCP.86 
In the north things were different. The farmers owned small farms, or 
minijundia, and were opposed to agrarian reform and the distribution of land. 
They were conservatives, deeply religious and ferociously anti-communist. 

Though all parties - not only the communists - had initially agreed that 
an agrarian reform was necessary, nothing of significance occurred until, in 
the early months of 1975, many southern farmers occupied the land, initiating 
their own 'agrarian reform'. In July 1975, the government reacted by establish
ing guidelines, but these always fell short of what the 'spontaneous' occupation 
of the land had achieved. The result was that 1,300 landowners were ex~ 
propriated de facto, if not de jure, and, as a consequence, one million hectares 
passed under the control of collective units.87 The PCP had consistently 
backed the peasants. Illegal seizure of the land was often condoned in the 
hectic tumult of constant revolutionary change. It was only in 1976, when 
the socialists were in control and the communists had been defeated, that 
the government proceeded to take back some of the occupied land. The 
peasants were forced to give up part of the land they had acquired by the 
same armed forces who had let them seize it in the first place.ss 

Nothing better illustrates the complexity of the Portuguese transition than 
the fact that the country was entering its post-revolutionary phase with a 
'revolutionary' constitution. This becan1e operational on the second annift 
versary of the military coup, 2.5 April 1976. Its first two articles committed 
Portugal to a classless society and to the 'transition to socialism by creating 
the conditions for the democratic exercise of power by the working classes'.89 
It provided for a single chamber, a directly elected president with considerable 
powers of veto over legislation, and a 'Council of the Revolution' in which 
the military, still held to be the guardians of the revolution, would have a 
significant presence. But revolutionary constitutions are worth little without 
revolutionary will. In 1982. the constitution was amended, the powers of the 
president restricted, and the Council of Revolution abolishedYo 

The re-establishment of 'normal' economic management was more painful. 
The reasoning behind the austerity policies described above was that they 
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were necessary in order to return to economic growth. Thus, in the spring 
of 1976, the authorities tried to reflate while keeping incomes and prices 
under control. The reflation sucked in imports, while failing to generate 
export growth.91 In February 1977 the escudo was devalued by 15 per cent, 
but as this was not enough it was set on a crawling-peg mechanism against 
a basket of currencies, and depreciated at a monthly rate of 1 per cent.92 The 
minority PS government tried to borrow from a consortium of fourteen 
countries led by the USA. After complex negotiations, the consortium agreed, 
in June 1977, to lend $750 million in medium-term balance of payments 
support, on condition that Portugal obtained $ 50 million stand-by credit 
from the IMF.93 The rationale was to ensure that, in return for this com
paratively small sum, the IMF would impose conditions which, for political 
reasons, the USA and the other Western countries were reluctant to inflict. 

Had anyone still been in doubt, this signalled that the revolutionary period 
was truly over. The Portuguese Revolution destroyed an authoritarian regime, 
not capitalism. 

The conditions stipulated by the IMP were the standard package: de
valuation, tax increases, public spending cuts. In the context of existing 
austerity policies, they were politically almost unacceptable and would have 
destabilized even Soares' socialist government. Portugal had also formally 
applied to join the EEe, and was required to bridge the gap with the rest 
of the Community. To do so, it would need higher than average growth. This 
meant reBating, while others were deflating - which had proved impossible 
for wealthy France (see chapter 19). For Portugal, so much poorer and in a 
difficult situation, the added burden of IMF deflationary conditions would 
be intolerable. The IMF appeared to have overplayed its hand. Even Schmidt 
and Callaghan protested.94 

In an atten1pt to obtain better terms, while still negotiating with the IMF, 
Soares introduced a new economic package which contained some of the 
IMF recommendations. The package was turned down in Parliament by 
communists and conservatives. 

The patient Soares realized that he had to bring another party into a 
formal coalition government to ensure a relatively stable majority. The new 
partner was the CDS, the conservative party farthest to the right, whose 
leader Freitas do Amaral had originally been close to Spinola. Negotiations 
with the IMF were resumed, while Soares tried to mobilize as much inter
national support as possible. It was explained to Portugal's Western allies 
that excessively onerous conditions would destabilize not only the Socialist 
Party, but all the other anti-communist parties. Interdependence always works 
both ways. The borrower has some influence on the lender. By then, even 
the most suspicious foreigners could not fail to be convinced that Portugal 
was back in the Western fold; that communism had been defeated; and that 
whatever ambition the Socialist Party might have had to strike a special 
economic path had been consigned to the dustbin of revolutionary rhetoric. 
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Everything would be contained within the bounds of parliamentary democracy 
and the market economy. Soares obtained some improvements on the con
ditions originally imposed, as the 1978 'Letter of Intent' to the IMP indicated. 
However, he was now required to reduce further the government spending 
which had been expanded in 1975 and 1976 to meet the social goals of the 
Portuguese Revolution. Inflation and wage control ensured the return to a 
more 'balanced' - that is, smaller - share of working-class earnings: real 
wages fell by 9.4 per cent in 1977) by another 5.6 per cent in 1978, and by 
a further 3.1 per cent in 1979.95 

In July 1978 the PS-CDS coalition collapsed, because the CDS claimed 
that the PS had become too cautious in dealing with the rebellious rural 
workers of the Alentejo. The PS remained out of power, although the coalition 
between the CDS and the PSD (the new name of the PPD since October 
1976) did not have a majority. There were further consultations with the 
IMF, more loans, more austerity, and more government instability. In prepara
tion for the election of 1979, the PS declared that the time for austerity was 
over and promised that it would pursue a policy of economic growth.96 The 
PSD and the CDS responded by forming Alian~a Democd.tica (Democratic 
Alliance - AD), under the leadership of Francisco Sa Carneiro (who died in 
an air disaster in December 1980). AD obtained a stunning victory with 45 
per cent of the vote. The PS suffered a serious defeat (down to 27 per cent), 
while the PCP, under the banner of the APU (United Popular Alliance), 
mustered 19 per cent. Both parties of the Left were now out of power, a 
mere four years after the revolution had swept away the Caetano regime. 
Portugal disappeared once again from the front pages of the international 
press. Everything was back to normal. Although the socialists returned to 
power in 1983 to implement a savagely deflationary economic programme, 
they were ousted again in 1985, when they gained only 20.8 per cent. Soares 
was narrowly elected president of the republic in 1986 (thanks to communist 
support). After his victory, he renounced his membership of the PS to be 
able to be 'above parties', while his former party lost the election again in 
1987, with 22.3 per cent. The PS remained out of office until 1995. 

Once the transition was over, the PS revealed itself to be little more than 
an old-fashioned Iberian radical party, riven by factionalism, and not the 
modern social-democratic party it had clailned to be.97 Thus, the (rediscovery' 
of the market, which became a trademark of modernity among socialist parties 
in the late 1980s, never presented a particularly difficult problen1 for the PS. 

Portugal enjoyed a significant economic expansion during 1985-93, but 
the main beneficiaries of this growth were the middle classes. The agricultural 
sector remained backward and uncompetitive. Twenty years after the Retlo/uriio, 
shanty towns still surround Lisbon, where thousands live in abject poverty. 
Average wages are lower than in developing countries such as Singapore, 
Thailand and Taiwan. The banks and insurance companies nationalized after 
the revolution have been privatized.98 The strategies propounded by the two 
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strands of the Portuguese Left - the social revolution of the PCP and the 
welfare society of the PS - led nowhere. 

The Ruptura Negociada in Spain 

The Portuguese Revolution could not have been predicted. In Spain, the end 
of Francoism had been widely anticipated, especially after Francots designated 
successor, Luis Carrero Blanco, was blown up in his car by the Basque 
separatist terrorist organization ETA (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna), as he was 
returning home after mass on 20 December 197;. Well before this, however, 
the opposition had been positioning itself in the expectation that the dictator's 
death would signal the long-awaited ruptura democrdtica. When, finally, the life
support machine which had kept Franco technically alive for the final months 
of his life was switched off in November 1975, there were few tears: 'Madrid 
and Barcelona were quietly drunk dry of champagne.'99 

In June 1974, the PCE (partido Comunista de Espana) announced that it 
had formed a Junta Democratica in alliance with Tierno Galvan's Partido 
Socialista Popular (PSP), various small liberal and leftist parties, Prince Carlos 
Hugo's Carlist Party, 'a Carlist princess and a handful of political adven
turers'.100 Its programme was characteristically moderate. It demanded political 
and trade union freedoms, autonomy for Euzkadi, Galicia and Catalonia, and 
the separation of shurch and state. It accepted the continuation of the treaty 
allowing the USA to maintain military bases in Spain, and promised to seek 
membership of the EEC. The heterogeneity of the Junta Democratica, and 
the inconsequential size of the allies of the peE, doomed it to failure. The 
socialists refused to join it, alleging that it was a communist front which 
it was. They proceeded to establish their own front, the rival Plataforma de 
Convergencia Democrcitica, with Christian democrats, social democrats and 
some inconsequential leftist groups. What all this showed was how far the 
Spanish Left was from uniting. In this first phase (1974-76), the main 
preoccupation of the PSOE was to distance itself from the communists. 

The assumption that there would be a rupture, rather than a smooth 
transition, was made by most opposition forces even after the death of 
Franco, because I<lng Juan Carlos had reappointed Franco's Prime Minister, 
Carlos Arias Navarro, thus suggesting that nothing was going to change. WI 

This led directly to the ephemeral, but symbolically significant, unification of 
the Junta and the Plataforma into the so-called Coordinaci6n Democratica 
(26 March 1976), soon nicknamed the Platajunta. 

Massive industrial and social unrest, and not this fragile unification of the 
Left, led Juan Carlos and his advisers to recognize that partial liberalization 
was no longer sufficient to stem the tide of change. Student unrest had 
reached unprecedented levels - in 1973 every university in Spain went on 
strike.102 The church could no longer be relied upon to sustain the regime 
and Pope Paul VI increasingly sided with liberal prelates. Not only had Basque 
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and Catalonian nationalism become a major force, but, more significantly, in 
1975-76 the number of strikes had doubled and the numbers of workers 
involved had increased sevenfold (to two and a half million workers).I03 Many 
of the strikes were politically motivated, often led by the communists, though 
in most cases the trigger was the oil-induced inflation and wage restraints 
imposed by the government. In Euzkadi strikes reached a characteristically 
high intensity.lo4 With a severe profit squeeze under way, it was impossible to 
cajole the workers back to work through wage increases. Thus, there could 
be no half-way house: the alternatives were a rapid retreat towards brutal 
repression, or the acceleration of the reform programme with the legalization 
of the parties which represented the workers. lOS The failure of the government 
to stop the strikes convinced an increasing section of the Francoist establish~ 
ment, including entrepreneurs, that the time had come for a less timid break 
with the past. 106 

The consequence of this was the replacement, in July 1976, of Arias 
Navarro with Adolfo Suarez. Between July 1976 and June 1977) the new 
prime minister amended the constitution, held a popular referendum on the 
reform programme; legalized Olost political parties (February 1977); abolished 
the Francoist trade unions; offered an amnesty to all political prisoners (March 
1977); legalized the PCE (April 1977); disn1antled the Francoist National 
Movement (May 1977); and held free and democratic elections Gune 1977). 
Only when it had become clear that the transition would be relatively smooth 

that is, in 1976-77 did the peE accept that Suarez's reform agenda was 
being seriously implemented, abandoning its assumption that there would a 
ruptura, a clean break between Francoism and post-Francoism.107 The PCE, 
which had aspired to the leading role during and after this transition, was 
now simply asking to participate in the construction of democratic Spain 
along lines largely sketched by King Juan Carlos and Suarez. 

The strength of the communists had been overestimated thanks to the 
presentational skills and high profile of Santiago Carrillo, the Franco regime's 
insistence on the cotnmunist threat, and their own role before 1976. Many 
of those who supported the peE before 1975 had done so because it was 
the best opponent of Franco; once the regime capitulated) its appeal faded. lOS 

In practice, none of this made lnuch difference to the strategy of the PCE. 
Whether or not the ruptttra was going to be negotiated, a broad united front 
policy was the only realistic path. ,09 

Like the PCE, the PSOE had assunled that there would be a rttptura. 
Consequently, it had sought to retain much of its traditional radicalism. 110 

While the PCE, at pains to show its moderation, refrained from mentioning 
nationalization,111 the PSOE continued to define itself as a 'Marxist and 
democratic' class party, which rejected any accotnmodation with capitalism, 
and which was determined to nationalize the tcn largest banks and fifty of 
the two hundred largest companies. 112 Events soon forced the PSOE to 
modify its views. Once it had realized that a clean break was no longer 
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necessary, it announced that the transition toward a 'state of formal demo-
cracy' would occur through a rllptllra negociada. 113 

• 

By 1977, it was clear to virtually everyone on the Left that there was no 
alternative to this 'soft' transition. Though a majority of the PCE-Ied unions, 
the Comisiones obreras, believed in 198 I that an historical opportunity to 
establish a more advanced form of democracy had been missed,114 at the 
time the negotiated transition pleased all the main protagonists, who knew 
that none of them was strong enough on their own to lead (or oppose) the 
transition. The Left, in particular, had little cause for dissatisfaction. Its 
strength and the social unrest in the country had led to a transition to a real 
parliamentary democracy, in which all parties - including the PCE, the object 
of incessant and brutal persecution since the end of the civil war - had 
become legal. All the institutions of Western-oriented parliamentary demo
cracy were in place less than three years after the death of Franco. The 
country was poised to close the chasm which separated civil liberties in 
Spain from those enjoyed on the other side of the Pyrenees. 

The PSO E offered a radical reading of the ruptura negociada. This would be 
only the first step towards the final aim, what the PSOE called socialismo 
autogestionario which, in any case, was 'possible only on a world scale'. The 
second step would establish a state under the hegemony of the working 
classes. The third and final phase would be a classless society, where self
management would replace the machinery of the state. 115 The idea of clearly 
demarcated stages enabled the party to be as moderate as necessary in the 
first phase, on the grounds that it was, after all, only a beginning. Eventually, 
the full range of socialist policies would be displayed. Although this modest 
formula, whose simplicity probably gratified some party militants, was eventu
ally abandoned, the notion of stages was maintained as a handy device with 
which to justify existing policies. 

Throughout 1976 the two parties of the Left kept their mutual dislike for 
each other under reasonable control. The PSOE, overestimating the threat 
from the PCE, was keen to demonstrate that it was well to the left of the 
traditional social-democratic parties of Northern Europe. Gonzalez insisted 
that there was no rationale for a rightist 'social-democratic' formation. 116 

Alfonso Guerra, the number two in the socialist hierarchy, explained that, 
while in Northern Europe superior economic growth could satisfy basic 
working-class demands, in Southern Europe a rapacious capitalism sought 
simply to maxin1ize profits at the expense of long-term national prosperity. 
This is why Mediterranean countries had produced a radicalized working 
class, strong socialist and communist parties, and a progressive brand of 
Catholicism.117 Guerra's purpose was to tone down the polemic against the 
Eurocommunist PCE, whose co-operation was still required, assuming that 
neither the PCE nor the PSOE could achieve power on its own. Commun
ists and socialists, he continued, had to be aware of their common aims, 
exchange experience and co-ordinate trade union struggles. The true model 
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for Guerra was not Italy, where the socialists were in a minority, or Portugal, 
where the communists were not 'Euro', but France, where the PS-PCF 
alliance he thought was poised to win the 1978 elections. Victory in 
France and Spain, in conjunction with the continuation of socialist govern
ments in Britain and Germany, might help shift the whole of \X/estern Europe 
towards socialism. 118 

There is no reason to suppose that this optimistic scenario was dictated 
solely by electoral considerations. Nevertheless, shifting the hegemonic axis 
of an entire continent would have required not just the piecemeal concurrence 
of national victories by the parties of the Left, as envisaged by Guerra, but 
also the co~ordination of policies and favourable circumstances for economic 
development. None of these conditions obtained. Parties and nations (and 
their electorates) went their separate ways, responding to local requirements 
and impulses. The various capitalisms, meanwhile, continued their anarchic 
development, restructuring themselves to the advantage of some and the 
detriment of others, unstoppable in their blind pursuit, like water seeking the 
lowest level, demanding the termination of the constraints and regulations 
which the nation-state had erected in the course of the century. 

In the face of this sea-change all politicians, including the socialists, 
succumbed to the short-term tactical necessities imposed by the structure of 
democratic politics: electioneering, image-making, the need to maintain a 
fa~ade of internal unity, establishing a share of the electoral market. 

As they approached the general election to be held on I 5 June 1977 the 
first free elections in Spain since the 1930$ - all parties began to shed their 
ideological past with a remarkable lack of inhibition. Andre Malraux would 
have found his old aphorism particularly appropriate to Spain: 'The historians 
who will judge our era will say: what a strange era where the left was not on 
the left, the right was not on the right and the centre was not in the middle.' 

The communists emphasized their moderation, their respect for the church, 
their European credentials and never mentioned nationalization. The socialists 
too dropped all references to state ownership and the other radical resolutions 
passed at their Congress held the previous year. 119 Suarez's Uni6n Centro 
Democratico (UCD) campaigned as if it had never anything to do with 
Franco. Only Alianza Popular CAP), ably led by Manuel Fraga Iribarne, showed 
its true colours by deliberately appealing to the nostalgic vote. 120 It was 
recompensed with a mere 8. 3 per cent of the vote. The far Right did much 
worse: it obtained less than one per cent. The bunker, as the ultra-Francoists 
were dubbed, was defeated. Less than two years after the dictator's death, his 
regime was laid to rest. 121 

The UeD, with 34.4 per cent of the vote, was the largest single party. 
Though it was hailed as the winner of the 1977 elections, this was a pyrrhic 
victory, not large enough to enable the main architect of the transition, 
Adolfo Suarez, to establish his party's hegemony. The pattern established in 
Italy - the domination of the Christian democrats for nearly fifty years -
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would not be repeated in Spain. Like Karamanlis in Greece, Suarez, triumph+ 
ant in the period of the transition, was routed in the period of consolidation. 
His party had not obtained an absolute majority and he had not stopped the 
socialists' bandwagon. This was not for want of trying. Suarez had hoped 
that the Left would emerge heavily fragmented. As only the PSOE could 
hope to unite it, all the PSOE's rivals were Suarez's friends. Suarez's attempt 
to boost other, smaller socialist parties, such as Enrique Tierno Galvan's 
PSP, failed. 122 By 1978 they were all absorbed by the PSOE now the only 
credible Socialist Party left. 123 With 29.; per cent of the vote in 1977, Felipe 
Gonzalez could look to the future with considerable optimism. 

Suarez's strategy of fragmenting the Left suffered a further blow when it 
became clear that, with only 9.4 per cent of the 1977 vote, the Communist 
Party would not be able to contain the PSOE. Suarez had been, de facto, 
Carrillo's senior ally, the dominant partner in an informal coalition. This 
view was widely held by the socialists. 124 Suarez, like Carrillo, had been hoping 
for an 'Italian' development. Both men needed to contain the PSOE. But 
Suarez's best scenario was a 'blocked' democracy - that is, a permanently 
divided opposition, an unelectable Communist Party and a centrist party, his 
own, invariably in power. Carrillo's aim was, understandably, quite different. 
He realized like Berlinguer - that his internationally unacceptable party 
could share power only under the cover of a broadly based coalition govern
ment. For this to occur, it was necessary that the situation of emergency 
continued. The communists could thrive only as long as Spain's young 
democracy appeared to be in danger. It was they, and not their socialist 
rivals, who time and again warned the public of the fragility of democratic 
institutions and preached consensus. 125 The ease with which the attempted 
coup of 1981 was put down demonstrated, albeit with hindsight, that there 
was little to worry about. Spanish democracy had become consolidated. The 
peE could, of course, like the Gree~ and Portuguese parties, be content to 
remain a party of radical working-class protest, remonstrating from the 
sidelines while the main show proceeded without them. Indeed, when the 
Eurocommunist experiment was over, this became Carrillo's new strategy. 

In 1977, however, Carrillo still hoped that an 'Italian' strategy could be 
pursued, in spite of the disastrous electoral results. But he was in a trap. The 
PCE's aim was the unity of the Left. To succeed, it needed to convince the 
reluctant PSOE to abandon its rightward path. It would do so only by losing 
votes to the PCE. Consequently, in order to unite with the socialists, the 
peE had to teach them a lesson. Accordingly, in the 1979 elections, the peE 
conducted an aggressively anti-socialist campaign. 126 But the results - 10.8 
per cent were very similar to those of 1977: a disappointment for the 
communists. 

The real winner of the 1977 election was the PSOE. It emerged as a truly 
national party, scoring clear victories in Madrid, Barcelona, Valencia and 
Seville. Felipe Gonzalez had fought a highly professional, American-style 
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campaign and had become the most popular politician in the country. He 
thus joined the pantheon of Southern European socialist leaders, along with 
Soares, Craxi and Papandreou. Like Papandreou in Greece, he was the only 
politician referred to by his Christian name. 127 

The PSOE's strategy was largely dictated by circumstances, although it is 
the merit of its leadership to have recognized what' these circumstances were. 
Elections had forced the PSOE and the PCE to fight against each other 
even before the process of consolidation had been completed. The t\Vo parties 
were vying for a similar political space. The PSOE 'had' to move to the right 
by appealing to the centre. Had it stayed on the left, its economic programme 
would have been indistinguishable from that of the PCE. Yet the PSOE had 
to remain a 'left' party that is, the repository of the vote of those who 
wanted Spain to change. Accordingly, it had to ensure that it did not have 
a serious enemy on the Left. The only way to pacify the PCE was to give 
in to their offer and form a common front with them. But this would have 
been incompatible with the PSOE's march towards the centre. Consequently 
the PSOE had to fight the peE. In the absence of an electoral system 
which, like the French one, would have forced co~operation, there was no 
other way. When it was electorally convenient for the Left to unite, it did so 

as in April 1979, when an agreement between the PCE and the PSOE led 
to the election of left-wing mayors in most large cities. What really mattered, 
however, were the national elections. Like most of Spain's politicians, Gonzalez 
too had the 'Italian model' in mind, though for him it was a model to avoid. 
At the 1946 election, the first after fascism, the Italian socialists (PSI) had 
pushed the PCI into third place; but in just over ten years, the PSI, still 
closely allied to the PCI, had tumbled to a 14.3 per cent vote; while the PCI 
was nearly twice as strong. 128 No wonder the Spanish socialists saw only 
negative lessons in the so-called Italian scenario. 

Soon after the 1977 election, the problem of the economy, which had 
been conveniently forgotten in the first phase of the transition, reasserted 
itself. The Suarez government, which had not dared to face up to the 
economic situation, now did not dare to implement austerity policies and 
continued to increase public sector spending.129 It soon had to face the fact 
that the austerity measures recommended by the IMF could not be delayed. 
The peseta was devalued by 19.7 per cent against the dollar. This, however, 
was not enough to deal with an economy on the verge of collapse, an inflation 
rate of 24.5 per cent, falling rates of productivity growth, and a balance on 
current account showing a deficit of $250 million. no 

To implement the required austerity programme, and to tackle ETA 
terrorism, the government needed the co-operation of the Left. In October 
1977, all political parties were invited to the presidential palace, the Moncloa, 
to establish common policies on the economy and terrorism. The ensuing 
pact, known as the Pacto de la Moncloa, was signed by the political parties. 
The agreements largely reflected the proposals drafted by the government's 
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leading economic expert, Enrique Fuentes Quintana, and continued the 
dirigiste neo-Keynesian economic policy characteristic of the last years of the 
Franco regime. 131 The Left obtained the promise of higher pensions and 
unemployment benefits, and a progressive tax on wealth a measure ad
vocated by the French Programme Commun and which, in Britain, only the 
Labour Left recommended. The counterpart of taxing the rich was the 
imposition of an incomes policy. Prices would increase by no more than 2.2. 

per cent, lower than the rate of inflation. 132 The incomes policy was im
mediately imposed; the taxes which were supposed to hit the rich never 
rna terialized.133 

The supreme advocate of the Pacta de la Moncloa was Santiago Carrillo, 
still hoping to be able to remain a major player. Though a long way from the 
government of 'democratic concentration' he advocated, the pact would give 
the PCE a respectability and credibility denied by the elections. Here we 
should note a significant parallel between Carrillo's reliance on the pact and 
Cunhal's reliance on the military. Both communist politicians were trying to 
recoup by other means what electoral politics had denied them. Gonzalez 
responded like Soares. The socialists could obtain all they wanted through 
the ballot box; why; then; sustain governments and parties whose days were 
numbered? They accepted the pact with great reluctance. Unlike the com
munists, they refused to consider it as anything more than a short-term 
necessity to be abandoned as soon as possible. The reluctance of the PSOE 
had little to do with the content of the pact which, in the words of a leading 
socialist supporter, 'incorporated large parts of the economic programme of 
the Socialist Party'.134 The growing authority of the PSOE meant that the 
party had little to gain by submerging its identity in a vague multi-party pact. 
The rivalry between the PSOE and the peE was reflected in the divergent 
behaviour of the respective trade unions. The pro-socialist Union General de 
Trabajadores (UG1), unlike the pro~Communist Comisiones obreras, refused 
to support formally the Pacto de la Moncloa.135 

On balance, the pact or, at any rate, a generalized truce on key issues 
between all the main parties, was a necessary stage in the consolidation of 
Spanish democracy, even though it did not achieve an immediate demobil
ization of labour conflicts. 136 The value of the pact was largely symbolic. But 
symbols are what matter in the politics of transition. If the democratic game 
is to be played properly, it is indispensable that the new rules be established 
among all the players. Implicit in the austerity agreements was the recognition 
by all parties that Spain would remain a mixed economy, in which the workers 
would be somewhat protected. It was also agreed that Spain would become 
a modern European country, not one in which traditional morality would be 
defended by the might of the state. Thus, the libertarian demands advanced 
by the parties of the Left were given ample satisfaction. Spain rapidly caught 
up with the rest of Europe: the sale of contraceptives was allowed; adultery 
by women was no longer a crime (that of men had never been considered 
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criminal); the police forces were reorganized. 137 The socialists were more 
identified with this new 'permissive' legislation than any other party. This 
laid the ground for an alliance between the PSOE and the new young middle 
classes, who could no longer stomach the traditional Catholic values and the 
repressive sexual ethics upheld by the regime and its cronies.138 The alliance 
would be finally sealed after 1982 when the PSOE in power would become 
an instrument for the personal advancement of its middle-class members.139 

The most important by-product of the truce between the political parties 
was the new constitution. Gonzalez's success at the election of 1977 enabled 
him to become the principal interlocutor of the centrist party, Suarez's UCD, 
in determining the shape of the constitution.140 Although the final draft of 
the constitution represented a genuine consensus anl0ng all denlocratic parties, 
including the peE, the most important sections of it were agreed by 
Gonzalez's and Suarez's negotiators during sessions of hard bargaining at the 
restaurant Jose Luis in Madrid. Gonzalez accepted that Spain would remain 
a monarchy, though a constitutional one. The communists agreed. It was 
important to ensure that the monarchy would not become a rallying force 
for the conservative middle classes and the armed forces, by reassuring them 
that the outcome of the civil war was not being totally reversed. In exchange 
the final document abolished the death penalty and did not preclude national
ization, divorce and abortion. 141 It gave equal rights to children born out of 
wedlock. The constitution made illegal all forms of sex discrimination, thus 
reinstating in Spanish law a principle which had been enshrined in the 
republican constitution of 193 1.142 In December 1978 the constitution was 
overwhelmingly approved by a popular referendum. Spain had become a 
democracy. 

The PSOE emerged triumphantly from the ruptura negociada. Gonzalez's 
achievement was to have realized sooner than anyone else that to win the 
transition it was necessary to prepare for the post-transition. He adopted a 
strategy which was the reverse of that of the communists they were still 
raising the issue of the perils threatening democracy - and attacked the 
Suarez government decisively and mercilessly as soon as the 1979 electoral 
campaign was over - partly in retaliation for Suarez's attacks. 143 The general 
election held on I March 1979 confirmed the PSOE as the second party, 
with 30.5 per cent, after the uen with 35 per cent, but well ahead of the 
PCE (10.8 per cent). All three parties had slightly improved their position 
compared to the results of 1977. The communists and Suarez were pleased, 
mistakenly believing that the socialist advance had been stopped. 

Gonzalez realized that the PSOE had come of age and could reasonably 
expect to gain a majority at the next elections. To enhance its chances, it was 
necessary to accelerate the 'modernization' of the party ~ that is, the abandon
ment of its traditional ideological baggage. This was not achieved without a 
fight. At the Twenty-eighth Congress (May 1979), the left wing of the party, 
the so-called enlieos, who advocated a closer relationship with the PCE, lost 
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the motion on organizational reform. They had sought more proportionality 
in the allocation of party posts, hoping to decrease the power of the Seville
based majority group of Gonzalez and Guerra. However, they succeeded in 
defeating Gonzalez's proposal to delete all references to Marxism from the 
party programme. 

Deprived of his own Spanish Bad Godesberg, Gonzalez counter-attacked 
by refusing to stand for the party leadership again. This astute move revealed 
what everyone knew: the criticos had no one to take his place. 144 The reality 
of modern electoral politics means that a party needs to be led by a well
known personality, able to withstand incessant exposure to the media. Left
wing activists throughout Europe were discovering that they could acquire 
considerable formal powers, but that these counted for little against a leader 
with easy access to the media, able and often forced to make policy on the 
spot. For the ordinary Spaniard, Gonzalez was the PSOE. The criticos were 
painfully aware of this. 

To resolve the crisis, an Extraordinary Congress was called for September 
1979. By then, Gonzalez's supporters, the Feiipistas, had a clear majority of 
the delegates. They controlled the debates. The Left was marginalized. The 
new executive was completely Felipista. 145 The PSOE no longer called itself 
a Marxist party. Gonzalez was firmly in charge. This sharply contrasted with 
the 'federated and decentralized party within a federated and decentralized 
state' which had been his avowed aim less than three years before. 146 Control 
over the party machine, and not questions of Marxist theory, had been the 
main issue all along. In any case, it was clear to all except the very naive that 
voters neither knew nor cared whether the PSOE called itself Marxist. 147 In 
common with all previous 'revisionist' debates on the West European Left 
since 1945 - Bad Godesberg, Clause Four, etc. - what was at stake was a 
factional fight between Left and Right. 148 The position of the traditional Left 
- in all these instances - was that public opinion had to be rallied round the 
party programme, while the modernizers sought to adapt programme and 
image to public opinion. 

In Spain this kind of revisionism had been initiated by the communists. 
At the Ninth Congress of the PCE (April 1978), the term Leninism was 
formally dropped after an open and wide-ranging debate. 149 The PCE now 
declared itself to be just non-dogmatically 'Marxist', though the Partit Social
ista Unificat de Catalunya (PSUC), the Catalan branch of the party, kept 
'Leninism' for a while longer. ISO 

None of this mattered. The national elections of 1982 delivered the coup 
de grace to both Suarez and the peE. In January 198 I Suarez had resigned 
from the post of prime minister; he had come under constant attack from 
within his own party, still little more than an agglomeration of sects. Having 
forced the resignation of their only popular leader, the barons of the U CD 
cancelled each other out in the struggle for the succession. The least despised 
candidate, Leopolda Calvo Sotelo, became prime minister. These events led 
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to the complete humiliation of the UCD at the polls. It achieved a miserable 
6.7 per cent of the vote. Suarez's small splinter group, the Centro Democr:hico 
y Social, did even worse, obtaining only 3 per cent. Alianza Popular, the 
party of 'reformed' Francoists, emerged as the leading conservative party 
with 2.6.5 per cent, but was in no position to form a government. The 
communists received only;.8 per cent of the vote and four out of 350 seats 
in the Congress of Deputies. The failure of the attenlpted coup by Tejero 
Molina and Milans del Bosch the previous year had demonstrated that the 
pro-Franco 'bunker' was not only unelectable, but also powerless. The far
right party, Fuerza Nueva, whose leader BIas Pifiar had been his party's only 
elected deputy in 1979, lost the seat and dissolved itself. It had also become 
clear that, however important the national regional parties may have appeared, 
there was never any serious risk of the country breaking up. The leading 
parties, especially the PSOE after the decomposition of the UCD, were 
authentic national parties. The only area where nationalisnl was far more 
important than class-based politics was Euzkadi, the most industrialized region 
of Spain and home to a large working class. There the PSOE and the PCE 
fared very poorly. Terrorism remained a serious threat, but no democratic 
country has yet been seriously destabilized by terrorists. 

Not only had the PCE been less successful than its Italian model, the 
PCI, but it never did as well, electorally, as its semi-Stalinist counterparts in 
Greece and Portugal. Moderation is not necessarily the key to electoral victory. 
The principal cause of the setbacks of the PCE was the way the transition 
to democracy took place in Spain. From the beginning it was directed from 
above by an elite which held the initiative throughout until the transition was 
completed. There was never an abrupt transition, a clear-cut ruptura, as in 
Greece and Portugal. 

Outside Euzkadi, the Spanish communists had been the backbone - as 
someone remarked, at times the only bone - of the most determined op
position to the regime. 1s1 Their activists had suffered years in ;ail or in exile. 
As Paul Preston has pointed out, the combination of n1ass strength and 
moderation exhibited by the PCE during the early part of the transition 
(1976-77) was essential for the establishment of the democratic system in 
Spain. 152 For this - as if to prove that historical justice is a fantasy - the PCE 
obtained neither votes nor gratitude and after 1977 it even began to lose 
members.153 

His strategy in shreds, Carrillo lost the trust of his party. Even before the 
1982 elections he had been attacked by the pro-Soviet wing for having pushed 
through the abandonment of Leninism and for his repeated censure of the 
Soviet intervention in Afghanistan. He was also attacked by the 'Euro~ 

communist' wing for his increasing authoritarianism) and for not dealing 
firmly with the pro-Soviet wing of the Communist Party in Catalonia, the 
PSUC. 1S4 At the Tenth Congress of the peE (July 1981), Carrillo in a 
belligerent mood - used his majority to deal a heavy blow to his erstwhile 
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Eurocommunist supporters, known as the renovadores, and expelled a number 
of them, including Manuel Azcarate, the party's 'foreign minister' and a highly 
respected veteran communist. 1ss After the electoral disaster of 198z, Carrillo 
could not escape being blamed for the defeat. He engineered his replacement 
by a much younger man, Gerardo Iglesias, in the hope of being able to 
control him and to continue to rule indirectly. This backfired. Iglesias and 
his followers quickly embraced the programme of the ren 0 vado res. In a leading 
article in the party's theoretical journal, NUBstra Bandera, Iglesias called for 
open debate, less centralization, the thorough renewal of the party so that its 
organisation reflected its Eurocommunist strategy and Spain's new democratic 
structures, and advocated an alliance with the so-called new social movements 
of pacifists, ecologists and feminists. 156 In 1985 Carrillo found himself isolated, 
and was expelled from the executive of the party he had led for twenty-two 
years (1960-82.). With a loyal band of supporters, he followed a politically 
erratic course, veering from pro-Sovietism to social democracy until, in 
February 1991, he rejoined the PSOE he had left in the 1930s. Meanwhile, 
the 'renewed' PCE sought to mend fences with the PSOE. By 1984 accom
modation had become difficult. The Gonzalez government was following an 
increasingly neo~liberal policy of holding down wages, fighting inflation by 
reducing public sector spending, allowing unemployment to increase, and 
reviving private investment. 

Throughout the 1980s, the PCE was unable, even under a more modern 
post-Carrillo leadership and, from 1986, a new electoral name, Izquierda 
Unida (United Left), to playa significant role in Spanish politics. The PCE 
had paid a heavy price for its moderation and for the sacrifice of its ideological 
identity. However, a hard-line Communist Party might have had more votes 
in the new Spain, but not much more influence than the rump which survived 
into the 19805. 

The unquestionable winner of the 198z election was the PSOE. With 48.4 
per cent of the vote, and an absolute majority in Parliament, it had obtained 
one of the best electoral results gained by a socialist party anywhere in Europe. 
Felipe Gonzalez became prime minister and remained in power longer than 
any other socialist leader in Europe, except for Sweden's Tage Erlander. The 
PSOE had successfully humbled the communists and routed Suarez. It had 
campaigned on the values which best represented what so many Spaniards 
wanted above all: modernity, progress, hope in the future, realism. Other 
parties could not compete with this. Fraga's AP represented the old Spain of 
Franco without the dictatorship. The UCD was hopelessly divided and, without 
Suarez, had lost the little identity it ever had. The PCE, partly because it had 
had such a high profile during the struggle against Franco, also appeared as 
the party of the past, still led by veterans of a civil war so many wanted to 
forget. Alone of all the parties, the PSOE had caught the mood of the public. 
It was now ready to inaugurate the Gonzalez era in Spanish politics. 

As recently as 1974, the PSOE had been a party of radical firebrands. 
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Now it had becon1e a moderate party of government. By the mid-198os, as 
it pursued impeccable liberal policies of deregulation, its name - with its 
emphasis on 'socialist' and 'workers party' had become anachronistic. It is 
easy to berate this kind of transformation. Yet by moving to the right, the 
PSOE not only prevented a polarization of party politics which would have 
produced a staunchly right-wing alternative, but also guaranteed that the 
complex consolidation of democracy would be entrusted to a socialist party 
(however moderate), rather than to a conservative party with populist leanings, 
as had occurred in Germany and Italy after 1945. 

The victory of the PSOE had occurred within the context of an acute 
economic crisis. Spain had the highest unemployment, the highest inflation 
and the largest foreign debt in Western Europe. 157 The PSOE was clearly 
perceived as a force which would modernize the country, solve the economic 
problems and establish a welfare state - not the easiest of tasks in the 
climate of the early 19808. Its economic programme, published in 198o, 
Estrategia economica del PSOE, contained a spirited defence of the role of the 
public sector, which, once 'modernized', would be an indispensable instrument 
for economic recovery and the satisfaction of collective needs. ISS Nevertheless, 
belying the self-confident tones characteristic of the manifestos of political 
parties, the socialists realized the intensity of the worldwide crisis. Though 
full employment remained on the agenda, the PSOE was also aware that the 
massive restructuring required to enable Spain to compete with the rest of 
the European Community would require a job shake-out. 159 The outcome 
was that, for well over ten years, Spain topped the European league of 
unemployment. By 1987, Spain was also the fastest growing economy in 
Western Europe: Spanish cities were the scene of a consumption boom 
without 'precedent in the country's history'.16o Gonzalez's success in 'modern
izing' the Spanish economy was impressive, if by 'modernization' we mean 
economic restructuring, GNP growth, and a more flexible labour market. 
The context of the achievement, however, was massive unemployment, a 
large public sector deficit, growing corruption, and frequent devaluation of 
the peseta. By 1995, as the Gonzalez government appeared to be in its death 
throes, Spain had not 'caught up' with Europe: none of the five convergence 
criteria agreed at Maastricht by the European Community had been met. 

The Greek Allaghi 

Greece shared with the two Iberian countries a level of economic develop
ment markedly inferior to that of their West European neighbours. All three 
were latecomers to industrialization and, consequently, had a large peasant 
population. In Greece, however, the peasantry had been free of the oppression 
of landlords for much longer than in Spain or Portugal. Small peasant 
property has prevailed in Greece since the nineteenth century - as in Denmark 
and France. 161 Latifundia appeared only when Greece annexed Thessaly in 
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1881 and lasted only until the agrarian reforms of 1917.162 As a result, Greece 
was the only Balkan country without a peasant movement or peasant party. 
At a time when Alexander Stamboliski's Agrarian Party was taking power in 
Bulgaria on an anti-oligarchic and populist programme of social reform (19 I 9-
2. 3),163 the Greek peasants were drawn by their local notables and politicians 
into a conflict largely irrelevant to their needs: the dichasmos between the 
monarchy and the liberal urban classes (a conflict which would be settled 
only in the 1970S),164 The Greek Civil War (1944-49) had little in common 
with that of Spain, whose origin lay in a belated attempt at agrarian reform 
and not, like the Greek, in an international conRict. 165 The Greeks, being 
members of the Orthodox church, did not share the Catholic beliefs and the 
consequently pro-Western orientation of their south-west European neigh
bours. Unlike Portugal and Spain, modern Greece possessed no empire. On 
the contrary, until the nineteenth century it was a possession of the Ottomans. 
Turkish rule was relatively tolerant in that it did not seek to impose a given 
set of religious or political beliefs on its Greek subjects. All the Turkish 
authorities wanted was obedience) taxes and the performance of military 
service. This was sufficient to generate a widespread suspicion of political 
authority) which led the Greek peasants and artisans to seek the protection 
of politicians and bureaucrats all those with privileged access to political 
power and resources. This private link between strongly family-oriented 
subordinate groups and Greek-born political intermediaries was further 
developed after Greece became an independent state in 1830. Political life 
became characterized by strongly personalized links between patron-politician 
and client-voter, and by the exchange of rousfeti (political favours).166 Politics 
was a necessary evil, a selfMdefence mechanism used to uphold a traditional 
way of life, not an instrument of emancipation. 167 Clientelist and patronage 
relations became commonplace. No serious socialist party emerged. Between 
the wars the main political divide in Greece was between the monarchist 
forces and the followers of Eleutherios Venizelos, the Cretan-born liberal 
statesman who dominated Greek politics from 19 I 0, when he became prime 
minister, until his death in 1936. 

The elections of 1936 produced a deadlock between monarchists and the 
Venizelists. King George II asked a military strongman, Joannis Metaxas, to 
intervene. It was a classic case of 'royal bureaucratic dictatorship', far closer 
to that of the Balkan states of Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and Romania than to the 
authoritarian regimes of Spain and Portugal. 168 

The Second World War and the civil war brought about significant foreign 
involvement and tied Greece firmly to the West. As a result, Greece did not 
adopt the protectionist policies, tariffs and overvalued currency of Portugal 
and Spain. 169 

Throughout the 19 50S productivity in agriculture remained low. The service 
sector was large and overmanned, the industrial sector unable to absorb 
excess rural labour. Peasants emigrated, while capital sought refuge from 



THE END OF AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES 629 

taxation by investing in shipping and other economic activity which the state 
could not control. 170 Ninety per cent of the country's large savings were 
concentrated in the two principal banks (one of which, the National Bank of 
Greece, was owned by the state). The banks preferred to invest in the 
commercial and housing sector (where profits were higher than in manu
facturing), rather than in industry.171 Only in the 19605 did foreign firms start 
investing in Greece to any sustainable degree. l72 By 1962, the manufacturing 
sector contributed more to GNP than agriculture, thanks to foreign capital. 
Thus, Greece acquired a manufacturing sector which was technologically 
advanced and foreign-controlled, especially the metal and chemical industries. 
Throughout the 19608, the share of foreign capital in GNP increased. Average 
growth was well above OEeD average. 173 However, as in developing countries, 
rapid growth secured beneficial effects for the centre, not the periphery. This 
caused a massive movement of people from the countryside to Athens and 
Thessaloniki. Little trickled down to the agricultural and artisan sectors; the 
gains were transferred abroad. 174 

Dependence on external capitalism was thus a fundamental trait of Greek 
development. Until 1957 US aid covered more than three-quarters of the 
budget deficit. 175 Nevertheless, Greece did share with Portugal and Spain two 
economic characteristics which benefited the balance of payments: remittances 
from nationals working abroad and revenues from tourism. 176 

The main peculiarity of the Greek economy was that its main 'capitalist' 
sector was maritime transport. This was located outside the national territory. 
It brought little wealth to the country, though a great deal to the shipowners 
themselves. Its power was politically reflected in the strength of Greek lobbies 
in the USA and Australia. 

The country was politically dependent on the USA to an extent un
paralleled in Western Europe. Throughout the 19 50S American intervention 
in the internal affairs of Greece was so blatant as to interfere openly in the 
debate on electoral reform, successfully threatening the suspension of aid if 
the Greeks did not comply with US requests. l77 The outcome was that EDA, 
the left-wing umbrella used by the banned I(I(E to compete in elections, 
had no seat in Parliament in 1952, though it had obtained 9.6 per cent of the 
vote. That Greece was an American client during the 19508 and 19608 was 
not seriously in dispute. Even the US ambassador-designate Robert I(eeley, 
at his confirmation hearing in July 1985, admitted that US-Greek relations 
had been those of patron to client from the end of the Second World War 
to the mid-196os.178 

In the 1950S Greek politics was dominated by a right-wing conservative 
party, the ERE (Elliniki Risospastiki Enosis - Radical Union of Greece). 
Only in the early 1960s was this hegemony challenged. The contestant was 
not the left-wing EDA, but EI( (Enosi8 I(entrou - Centre Union) led by the 
charismatic Georgios Papandreou, the victor of the 1964 elections. Georgios' 
son, the even more charismatic Andreas, was then the leader of the Centre 
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Union's left-wing faction, which had a Trotskyist leaning. A distinguished 
economist, educated in the USA, Andreas Papandreou had already developed 
an egalitarian and strongly pro-growth ideology - though he began to call 
himself a socialist only after the Colonels' coup in 1967. In 1962. he advocated 
radical economic reforms to enable Greece to achieve self-sustained growth 
in ten years while avoiding a serious labour shortage.179 

Papandreou's Centre Union Party had won the February 1964 elections in 
a landslide facilitated by the fact that the EDA stood down in twenty 
constituencies. The slogan of the Centre Union Party, which particularly 
infuriated the army, had been 'The Army Belongs to the Nation', the sub
text of which was that it should be controlled by Parliament and not by the 
monarchy,180 The ensuing post-1964 clash betWeen the moderately modern
izing party of Georgios Papandreou and a conservative establishment 
protected by the army and the monarchy was strikingly similar to the great 
conflict between Venizelists and the monarchist oligarchy during the 19305.181 
In both instances the outcome was a dictatorship. 

The military coup of 1967 was not launched to stop an agrarian reform 
(as in Spain in 1936), or to block communism, or even social democracy. To 
the outside world, the colonels explained that they wanted to save Greece 
from totalitarian communism the standard justification for right-wing 
military intervention. In reality, they wanted to stop the imposition of parlia
mentary control over the Ministry of Defence. Between 1964 and 1967, the 
monarchic establishment had tried to block Georgios Papandreou, using all 
means short of dismantling the representative system. The colonels had 
become impatient with such scruples and decided to intervene directly. Thus, 
the Greek coup was a forn1 of corporate self-defence whereby a threatened 
interest group resorted to force in order to stop its modernization by a 
reform-minded 'bourgeois' party. In other words, the junta, broadly speaking, 
aimed at blocking demands for democratizing the institutional framework 
advanced by Georgios Papandreou's Centre Party. As Nicos Mouzelis wrote: 
'the Greek colonels intervened strictly "from above", not to defend their 
country from Marxism but to defend their role within the State.,182 Middle
and upper~class interests were not in danger (as they appeared to be in Spain 
during the days of the Republic). There was no stalemate between con
servatives and socialists as in Italy in 192.2., or Germany and Austria in the 
1930s. The colonels never enjoyed the kind of popular support which Franco 
and Salazar had for a time. 

The leaders of the Greek military government were second-level officers: 
Colonel Nikolaos Makarezos, Brigadier Stylianos Patakos and Colonel George 
Papadopoulos. Papadopoulos, the strongman of the regime, had been removed 
from key positions by Papandreou in the 1960s. The junta claimed that the 
purpose of the 'Revolution' of 2.1 April 1967 was to create a New Democracy 
of New Men and New Ideas, imbued with the Helleno-Christian ideals of 
Patris-Thriskeia-Ikogenia (Fatherland, Religion and Family).183 They thus used 
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the established language of the conservatives. Even Kostantinos Karamanlis, 
in January 1981, after the return to democracy, speaking to the Greek com
munity in Australia, felt the need to reiterate the traditional message: 'The 
nation (ethnos) and Orthodoxy ... have become in the Greek conscience 
virtually synonymous concepts, which together constitute our Helleno
Christian civilization.'i84 Needless to say, the identification of a particular 
religion with the nation contradicts modern democratic principles, because it 
automatically disbars from full membership of the national community all 
religious minorities. 

The colonels' popular support was non-existent. They had not developed 
the personal ties which bound most Greeks to their politicians and local 
notables. They were not supported by any of the parties in Parliament, or 
the traditionalist right, or the K..ing. 18s Their obtuse manners were offensive 
to the sophisticated middle classes of Athens. Their regime was widely 
believed to have been imposed on Greece by the CIA and the Pentagon or, 
at least, to be controlled by the USA. This view was not confined to the 
Left. It was widely held even in the conservative Greek bureaucracy.l8G The 
colonels were supported only by some specific vested interests - such as the 
Association of Greek Shipowners - and mainly for reasons of short-term 
opportunism. 

Nevertheless, there was little organized opposition to the regime. The 
Communist Party (KKE) was divided between 'Eurocommunist' forerunners 
and orthodox traditionalists. The KI<E eventually split in August 1968 over 
the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, when Secretary~General I<ostas 
I<oliyannis and the external office of the party (located in Bucharest) expelled 
the reformers, who were in the majority in the clandestine Central Committee 
in Athens. Those expelled formed the Communist Party of Greece-Interior 
(Kommounistiko I<omma Elladas-esoterikou or I<KE-es). In the same year 
Andreas Papandreou formed PAI(, never a real threat to the regime. There 
were times when the unpopularity of the military became evident, as at the 
funeral of Georgios Papandreou, which became an opportunity for half a 
million mourners to manifest their dissent. The colonels were the object of 
numerous ineffectual challenges. They foiled an alleged plot by I<ing Constan
tine which led to the king's exile. They ruthlessly crushed frequent student 
protests, leading to the brutal repression of the occupation of the Polytechnic 
of Athens on the night of 16-17 November 1973, which ended with over 
thirty people killed and many more wounded. 

The colonels pursued an economic policy markedly similar to that of their 
predecessors. 187 However, by making strikes illegal, they ensured that real 
wages would be severely contained. Agriculture suffered, as the EEe withdrew 
from a number of agreements with Greece, thereby guaranteeing the un
popularity of the regime with many workers and peasants. 1BB 

Though the economic growth of the 1960s was sufficiently strong to 
enable the colonels to claim some success, they had no political resources to 
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survive the end of the long boom. The oil shock hit Greece proportionately 
harder than most other European countries. Before 1973, inflation in Greece 
was lower than the DECD average. Its acceleration in 1973 was mainly due 
to the rise in oil prices. 189 

The difficulties encountered by the regime had already become manifest 
in July 1973 (before any impact of the oil price increase), when Papadopoulos, 
having abolished the monarchy and elbowed his two colleagues out of power, 
had himself elected president. A few months later, in November 1973, he 
was in turn overthrown by another member of the original military junta, 
Lieutenant-Colonel Dimitrios Ioannidis. The position of the junta was further 
weakened when Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew (the Greek-American vice
president of the USA) found themselves in difficulties of their own. Agnew 
was forced to resign in 1973, after revelations concerning income tax evasion, 
corruption and extortion, while Nixon was compelled to defend himself 
from charges of a cover-up in the wake of the Watergate affair. 

A desperate attempt was made to obtain a major foreign policy success. 
In 1974 the military regime tried to force through a union (enosis) between 
Cyprus and Greece, installing an extreme nationalist and possible psychopath, 
Nikos Sampson, as head of the island. In the words of Rauf Deoktash, this 
was as unacceptable to the Turlcish-Cypriot minority as it would have been 
for the Israelis to find that Adolf Hitler had been made president of Israel. 
In July 1974, Turkey, unrestrained by the USA (still entangled in Vietnam), 
invaded the island and established a military base in north~western Cyprus. 190 

The failure of the Cyprus adventure demolished what little credibility the 
regime still had. Now a key section of the military decided that they had no 
alternative but to ask Kostantinos Karamanlis to return to Greece from his 
Paris exile, and to lead the country back to democracy in an orderly manner. 
They hoped to fe-establish the quasi-democratic regime which had prevailed 
before 1967. 

Karamanlis returned, but there could be no simple going back to the pre-
1967 situation. The time had come for Allaghi - the Change. A genuine 
democracy was established. The Communist Party was legalized, and com
munists were no longer persecuted. The monarchy - from which most anti~ 
democratic activity had originated in the course of the century - was abolished 
after a referendum. 191 It was the first such change in Western Europe since 
Italy became a republic in 1946. 

In Portugal, the transitional government had contained all democratic 
forces. 10 Spain, the government had sought to reach an understanding with 
the Left. In Greece, however, I<aramanlis sought to monopolize the transition. 
He saw Papandreou's PASOI< as the main threat and probably legalized the 
KKE in order to divide the opposition (just as, in Spain, Suarez tried to 
boost the PCE). He was careful to exclude representatives of the Left from 
his 'government of national unity', which was mainly composed of con
servative and liberal opponents of the military junta. In Elections were held 
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only four months after his return, in an effort to prevent the OppOSItIOn 
parties from organizing in time. I(aramanlis had wisely reconstructed his old 
conservative party with the new name of Nea Dimokratia (New Den10cracy 
- ND). Because in Greek Dil1lokratia means both 'democracy' and 'republic', 
the new name marked a significant break with I(aramanlis' n10narchist past. 
The term 'Nea Dimokratia' had been used by the Kl<E in its 1935 programme 
to describe the 'popular front' stage of the revolution. By adopting it I(ara
manlis precluded its use by the legalized KKE: another case of political 
clothes-stealing. On 8 December 1974, a popular referendum confirmed the 
abolition of the monarchy by a majority of 69 per cent. Karamanlis then 
drafted the Greek constitution of 1975, which maintained a powerful ex
ecutive by establishing a strong president (an office I(aramanlis coveted). 
This was done without the participation of PASOI( and the I(I<E (unlike in 
Spain and Portugal, where the Left was involved in constitution-making). 
The constitution was revised later, in 1986, by Papandreou, but to give more 
power to the prime minister (i.e. himself), in line with the tradition of strong 
execu rive power. 193 

The 1974 elections were fought under a system of 'reinforced' proportional 
representation, which granted patties with more than 17 per cent of the vote 
a disproportionate number of seats. Thus, I(aramanlis' ND, with 54.4 per 
cent, had nearly three-quarters of the seats (219 out of 300). The old Centre 
Party or Enosis Kentrou, once led by Georgios Papandreou and now by the 
colourless Georgios Mavros, merged with a smaller grouping, Nees Dynamies 
(New Forces), and won 20 per cent of the vote, but 30 per cent of seats 
(sixty). Papandreou's PASOI< could claim only 13.6 per cent and thirteen 
seats, while Enomeni Aristera (United Left), which regrouped the I(I<E and 
the smaller I(I(E-es as well as other Left fragments, won only 9.5 per cent 
and eight seats (see Table 2 I. I on page 597 for details). 

In spite of its dismal results, the I(I(E was not entirely dissatisfied. It did 
not aspire to power. Its immediate objective was to consolidate itself as the 
one and only Communist Party by deflecting the challenge from the I<I<E
es. This was achieved in 1977, when the two parties fought separately and 
the I(I<E-es lost. Unlike the PCP and the PCE, whose ambition was their 
permanent insertion in a governing coalition, the KI<E's general aim was to 
consolidate itself as the representative of the radical Left. It was an opposition 
party through and through. Its attempt to reach an understanding with 
PASOI( was propagandist. Superficially, the I(I<E and PASOI< had much in 
common: like PASOI(, the I(I(E was against NATO, bitterly opposed to the 
EEe, and profoundly anti-American. 194 Both wanted a comprehensive welfare 
state and the nationalization of the commanding heights of the economy. 
True co-operation, however, was never on the cards. The I(I<E had no wish 
to yoke itself to PASOI(. Its longer-term ambition was to appropriate most 
of PASOI('s electorate, on the assun1ption that such a new and unpredictable, 
charismatically led party would not have the staying power of the I(I(E 
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which, after all, had survived a civil war, years of discrimination, repression 
and dictatorship. 

Papandreou, similarly, had no interest in attaching his rising fortunes to 
an organization which was unlikely ever to get out of its ghetto. His greatest 
asset was that he was a 'new' man, leading a new party. He was not burdened 
by the weight of history and the memories of the civil war. Here Papandreou 
stood close to Felipe Gonzalez. Neither of the two Socialist leaders intended 
to reopen the barely healed wounds of the civil wars. 

In many other respects, PASOK was very different from its counterparts 
in Portugal and Spain. It called itself a 'movement' (Ki1ti1JJa) , rather than a 
party (Komma). It was a new product and not the mere reconstruction of an 
older socialist party, which in any case had never really existed in Greece. 
Its chief trait was a blend of nationalism and socialism. It considered Greece 
to be a part of the Third World, fighting for national liberation from 
imperialism. Consequently, it advocated the total withdrawal of the country 
from NATO and a loose agreement with the BEe, instead of the full 
membership negotiated by the I(aramanlis governlnent. It vowed to eliminate 
the condition of subordination and dependency to which the country had 
been reduced by the activities of US multinational companies. The theoretical 
underpinning of this ideology was provided by 'dependency' and neo-Marxist 
theorists, often based in American universities and influential mainly among 
the intelligentsia. 

Papandreou's book, Paternalistic Capitalism, displayed a familiarity with the 
central concepts of the New Left of the 19605. No other European socialist 
leader had ventured so openly into this domain. The book points to a world 
system of 'paternalistic capitalism', efficient in a technocratic manner, with, 
at its centre, the 'American metropolitan establishment' and its military
industrial complex. Economic growth on the periphery, where we find Greece, 
'is channelled in paths which reflect the requirements of the metropolis rather 
than its own requirements'.195 'Thus,' wrote Papandreou, 'revolution calls for 
a confrontation with the Establishment, which is metropolis-dominated. It 
identifies itself with national liberation. It places the political act ahead of the 
economic act.'l96 

In the 1950S Papandreou had been a professor of economics at Berkeley 
in the USA. He had returned to Greece in 196 I at the behest of I(aramanlis, 
his future opponent, who had asked hilTI to set up a research centre in 
Athens. Papandreou returned to the USA in 1968, after his release from 
prison, where he had been confined after the coup. Thus, his 'socialism' was 
formed outside the influence of the dominant European tradition. It would 
be difficult to find in any sectors of the mainstream European Left even 
in Southern Europe, even among communists - such overwhelming insistence 
on national sovereignty and liberation, such bitter anti-Americanism, such a 
single-minded indictment of multinational companies. 197 

However, while the claim that 'PASOI( equals Papandreou' is largely 



THE END OF AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES 635 

correct,198 PASOI('s peculiarity was not due exclusively (or even mainly) to 
the distinctive political biography of its supreme leader. Papandreou's rise to 
power continued the Greek tradition of parties being led by an established 
charismatic personality, a member of a politically well-connected family. 
Leaders may make parties, but they cannot make large and electorally suc
cessful parties out of thin air. It is the particular structure of the country, 
including its fragile civil society and weak trade union movement, and its 
interconnection with the wider world, which provide the most plausible 
explanation for PASOK's policies. PASOI<'s call for national independence, 
its lambasting of the condition of dependency of the country, its anti
Americanism, its populist call to struggle against the multinationals these 
reflected a real position of subjugation or, at least, one widely felt and widely 
shared by Greeks to an extent unknown among the Spanish or the Portuguese. 
Even I<aramanlis responded to this national consciousness and this pervasive 
anti-Americanism by withdrawing from the military structure of NATO, while 
presenting himself as the 'Europeanizer' of Greece. 199 

In all other European countries, the issue of NATO was always closely 
related to the Cold War and the attitude to be taken towards the USSR and 
the question of detente. This was not so in Greece, where NATO was seen 
as a defence mechanism against the 'rear enemy: Turkey (also a member of 
NATO). When Turkey ,invaded Cyprus in July 1974, many Greeks had ex
pected the USA, through NATO, to exercise considerable pressure on Turkey 
to withdraw, and thus to work in a pro-Greek direction. This did not occur. 
NATO had failed to protect Greece and the Greeks from their ancient enemy. 

The role of the so-called 'foreign factor' and concern about foreign 
interference were profoundly rooted in Greek history. From the beginning of 
the nineteenth century to the civil war, all Greek political parties sought 
relations with a great power, be it Russia, Britain or France (the three powers 
which had decided that the first king of modern Greece would be Otto of 
Bavaria, a German) - in all instances with the same hope, namely to be 
protected against Turkey.20o 

Papandreou's demand that Greece should adopt a policy of non-alignment 
was not new either. It was reminiscent of that adopted by Venizelos after 
1922.201 In fact, much of PASOI('s political personnel and electoral support 
came froo1 a liberal-national tradition which can be traced back~ through 
Papandreou's own father Georgios, to Venizelos.2

0
2 The ideology of non

alignment, however, owes far more to the incorporation of the left-wing (Le. 
communist) tradition of the Greek Resistance into PASOI<. 

The emphasis on independence from 'the Wesf was pursued even by the 
tnilitary junta, widely viewed, especially by the Greeks, as a simple emanation 
of the Pentagon. The colonels had distanced themselves from mainstream 
Western attitudes by adopting a far lTIOre pro-Arab attitude than any other 
Western government (with the possible and significant exception of Franco's 
Spain). As a consequence, Greece never suffered an oil embargo by the 
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Arabs after the Yom Kippur War of 1973, though the much hoped for Arab 
investment never materialized and it had to pay regular OPEC prices.203 

After the fall of the colonels, PASOK kept the Cyprus issue alive and, in 
the run-up to the elections of 1981, Papandreou pledged his support to the 
'struggle' of the Cypriot people to eliminate foreign troops and bases.204 

Papandreou's anti-Americanism originated more from a national-populist 
reaction to the US complicity with, or toleration of, the military coup and to 
an older state of dependency on foreign capital, than from socialist antagon
ism towards the world's leading capitalist country. His insistence that Greek 
dependency was similar to that of a Third World country was thus far from 
being purely ideological. The social geography of Greece resembled that of 
many Latin American countries, with its sharp contrast between a metropol
itan centre, Athens, where half the population lived, and a periphery where 
rural relations prevailed. PASOK was similarly coming to resemble more and 
more the populist parties of Latin America, especially the Peronist movement 
of Argentina, which likewise blended a strident anti-USA appeal with a 
commitment to modernization and anti-capitalism.205 

PASOK thus fused a socialist with a nationalist strategy. At the source of 
this fusion was the Greek Civil War, a long and bloody struggle waged first 
against the Italian and German fascists, and then against the monarchy seen 
as the puppet of British and American interests. Such nationalist and socialist 
discourse had no parallel in either Spain or Portugal. Its nearest equivalent 
- in Western Europe - was the socialism 'in the colours of France' advocated 
by the PCE 

But the parallel stops here, because Papandreou clearly displayed his lack 
of sympathy for the Soviet model, which he called 'a paternalistic socialism 
. .. hardly a genuine alternative', while he was generous in his praise for 
Mao's Cultural Revolution and its voluntarism on the grounds that it 
attempted (as it appeared at the time) to reverse the centralization of society.206 

The nationalist-socialist discourse was enshrined in the 'Proclamation of 
Fundamental Principles and Objectives' of 3 September 1974.207 According 
to the proclamation, the origin of the disaster which befell Greece in 1967 
was 'the dependent situation of our Motherland'; the dictatorship was merely 
'an especially harsh expression of the dependence of Greece on the imperial
istic establishment of the USA and of NATO'; the Greek economy had been 
plundered by the multinationals.20B PASOI( appealed to peasants, workers, 
artisans, white-collar employees, and 'our bold and enlightened youth' to 
help create a political system free of foreign control by withdrawing from 
NATO. Its objectives were the 'national rebirth' and 'a socialist and demo
cratic Greece',209 This meant an independent foreign policy, the denuclear
ization of the Mediterranean and of the Balkan region, the nationalization of 
the entire financial system and the 'basic units of production', and a welfare 
state centred on a national health service.210 

PASOI( attempted to combine two distinct strands: a traditional social-
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democratic position (economic growth, full employment and a welfare state) 
with non-alignment. Even though it claimed to be seeking a 'third way' 
between Soviet communism and capitalism, and refused to join the Socialist 
International (denounced as an instrument of US-oriented German social 
democracy),211 it is clear, both from the declaration of 1974 and from Pap
andreou's Paternalistic Capitalism, that neutral and social-democratic Sweden 
was the closest paradigm. 

PASOI('s social-democratic strand has tended to be overlooked by the 
majority of commentators, who deny that the party is socialist and prefer to 
describe it as 'populist' - a category even vaguer than that of socialisnl.212 

Most of the proponents of the 'populism' of PASOI( have an ideal type of 
a socialist or social-democratic party in mind and PASOI(, understandably 
enough, falls somewhat short of it - like most socialist parties. What is called 
the populism of PASOI< is a form of politics which any newly emergent 
Greek socialist party would have had to adopt, given the national background. 
Setting the issue in the proper comparative framework, the concrete aims 
and proposals of PASOI( can be seen as conventionally social-democratic. 
While its rhetoric was that of Third World and national liberation movement 
populism, it had a mass organization akin to that of the SPD and the PCI. 
PASOI('s uninhibited use of the state machine was typical of Greek ruling 
parties and, more generally, of Southern European clientele politics. Even 
the highly personalized nature of the movement, though unique in its intensity, 
reflects the growing personalization of leading political figures in the age of 
television. 

In Portugal, the initially leftist rhetoric of the PS was dictated by the 
general radicalization of Portuguese society. In Spain, this rhetoric was part 
of the tradition of the PSOE itself. In Greece, the radical jargon of the 
declaration and the 1975 electoral campaign responded to three distinct 
pressures. There was, in the first place, a need to capitalize on the general 
revulsion against the regime of the colonels and the system of bastardized 
democracy which had prevailed before it. In the second place, PASOI( needed 
to tap the radical tradition of the Greek Resistance and the civil war to 
prevent it fran) being hegemonized by its natural heir, the I<KE. Finally, 
PASOI('s radicalism was also a reflection of the desires and expectations of 
its more active cadres - that is the various leftist sects and student organ
izations which had joined it.213 

By 1975, Papandreou had defeated his leftist wing. Nevertheless, PASOI( 
fought the 1977 elections on a programme fundamentally similar to that of 
1975, although it no longer insisted that it was a Marxist party, emphasizing 
instead that socialism, although not on the immediate agenda, remained its 
distant aim. 214 The results of the 1977 elections reinforced the ascendancy of 
PASOI< as the main opposition party: it doubled its percentage and obtained 
ninety-three parliamentary seats. It had become a national party, strong not 
only in traditionally radical areas, such as Achaia and Crete, but throughout 
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the country.21S The collapse of Mavros' Enosis Kentrou opened the possibility 
for a systematic absorption of the Centre Party by PAS OK. The patent 
inability of the KKE to reach beyond its traditional electorate ensured that 
PASOK was unlikely to lose votes to its left. 

It was evident that Greece, like Spain and Portugal at a similar stage of 
the transition, was shifting towards the Left. Karamanlis tried to follow the 
trend by nationalizing some parts of the financial sector and, acknowledging 
the desire for civic modernization, by allowing civil divorce in February 
1979.216 His identity established, Papandreou shifted towards the centre. 

The de-radicalization of PASOK paralleled that of the PSOE in Spain, 
with the significant difference that PASOK had become a true mass party 
with branches and activists in hundreds of villages and towns.217 By the early 
19805, PASOK claimed 2.00,000 members. If this claim is accurate, it was a 
significant achievement in a country of ten million people - in contrast to 
Spain, where popular involvement in party politics has remained low. 218 

Electoral success was the foundation of this surge in political participation. 
A direct charismatic appeal of leaders to voters was replacing the former 
radical ideological message; yet the anti-imperialist rhetoric, though more 
muted than previously, remained a distinguishing feature of PAS OK. 

In May 198o, Karamanlis resigned from his position as prime minister 
and became president of Greece. The new prime minister~ Georgios Rallis, 
did not have the statesmanlike stature of his predecessor. The Centre Party 
was disintegrating; its principal cadres, including the leader Georgios MavIos, 
were moving lock, stock and barrel into Papandreou's camp. Young techno
crats followed this trend, reinforcing PASOK's centrist appeal, in a movement 
similar to that of Spain around the PSOE.219 The economic situation had 
profoundly deteriorated, with inflation running at 25 per cent and real wages 
dropping by 5.5 per cent in 1979-8 1. 220 At the same time, the personality cult 
around Papandreou had reached Maoist proportions: he was described in the 
party weekly, Exormissi, as 'the great leader of the Greek people who designed 
the great spiral march of the popular forces'.221 Much of this cult was 
facilitated by the fact that seventy-three PASOI( deputies of the ninety-three 
elected in 1977 were new to parliamentary life.222 

Elections were held in October 1981. PASOI< openly campaigned for 
socialism as a means of overcoming capitalism (the same slogan used by the 
French Socialist Party), in a country which never had a socialist party.223 
PASOI('s triumph was unquestionable. It led to the first left-wing government 
in Greek history. With over 48 per cent of the popular vote and 172. seats, 
PASOK had an unassailable majority. This was all the more remarkable as 
the KKE managed to improve slightly on its previous results. The I<I<E-es 
obtained only I.; 5 per cent and no parliamentary representation. The overall 
tally for the Left - that is, PAS OK, the KKE and the I<KE-es - was 60.;6 
per cent - a percentage hitherto unparalleled in the electoral history of the 
West European Left. 
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PASOI<'s 1981 election manifesto, the Declaration of Government PolifY. A 
Contract ulith the People, while remaining highly critical of NATO, had toned 
down its Third World rhetoric without abandoning it. The party now simply 
promised a gradual removal of American military bases, rather than the 
immediate evacuation demanded in 1974. In September 198;, an agreement 
was reached between Greece and the USA, and the Americans were allowed 
to retain their bases until 1988. By 1987, Papandreou made it clear that the 
bases would remain in the country even after the deadline. PASOK no longer 
declared that it would withdraw from NATO. Attacks on the EEC were 
curtailed (in January 198 I Greece had joined the Community). Some mellow
ing towards the EEe had started even when PASOK was in opposition. Its 
1977 election manifesto had called for a referendum, and implicitly recognized 
the need for some links with the Community.224 The referendum was not 
held, on the grounds that the constitution required the president's author
ization and Karamanlis was unlikely to agree to this. By 1982., Papandreou 
had renegotiated the terms of entry (as Harold Wilson had done in 1975 for 
similar reasons) and accepted the Community as a counter-weight to the two 
superpowers. By 1984, he was openly admitting that withdrawal would damage 
the country.225 

Nevertheless, Greece continued to be NATO's 'awkward member'. Its 
independence was marked by vetoing a European Community statement 
condemning the USSR for shooting down the Korean civilian aircraft KAL-
007 in 1983; by not imposing sanctions on Jaruzelslci after his clampdown on 
Solidarity; by supporting the Sandinistas in Nicaragua (like the French govern
ment); by welcoming Arafat in 1982. (as I<reisky had done in Austria); by 
refusing the deployment of Cruise and Pershing missiles. Many of these 
largely symbolic actions were either in continuity with those of PASOI('s 
predecessors, or were similar to those taken by some of its West European 
counterparts.226 By 1994, however, anti-Americanism had become, at most, a 
cultural attitude, rather than an official policy. PASOK no longer supported 
anti-Western regimes such as Iraq and Libya. What remained a constant was 
the nationalist card. This was deployed when required with considerable 
domestic success (and to complete incomprehension outside Greece), when 
Greece refused to recognize Macedonia until the new country (one of the 
products of the fragmentation of Yugoslavia) abandoned its name and symbol, 
which suggested (to the Greeks) irredentist designs on Greek Macedonia. 

The social and economic programme of PASOI( was characteristically 
social-democratic; it sought growth and redistribution: 'Our fundamental goal 
is self-sufficient economic and social development, the development of all 
productive forces in combination with a more just distribution of income 
and wealth among the various groups in the population and among the 
regions.'227 The most important promises concerned the reform of the health 
system, the democratization of the civil service, and a reduction in the severe 
environmental damage in Athens.228 
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Before October 1981, Papandreou had declared that he intended to break 
with capitalism.229 Similar declarations had been made by Soares before 1976, 
Gonzalez before 1979, and Mitterrand before 1981. Their common crucial 
assumption was that capitalism was in crisis. The assumption was correct. Its 
corollary namely, that the crisis would provide a way out of capitalism 
itself - was not. 

The crisis in the economy had reached dangerous proportions; nevertheless, 
against the entire European trend, PASOI( preferred, in the years immediately 
after its 198 I victory, to protect employment, rather than price stability. Wages 
were increased. Public sector borrowing rose from 12.5 per cent of GDP in 
1983 to 17.5 in 1985, mainly in order to contain unemployment. 23o As a 
result, Greece was the only country in Europe where inflation in the 19805 
(whose main cause was the devaluation of the drachma)231 was higher than 
in the 1970s, while unemployment was well below the OECD average for 
the decade (see Table 16.1 on page 450). 

In terms of civil liberties, PASOI( continued the work of its conservative 
predecessor far more decisively. It legalized civil marriage, confronted the 
Greek Orthodox church over its landholding, abolished the institution of the 
dowry, established equal rights for children born out of wedlock, further 
liberalized divorce, decriminalized adultery, abolished selectivity in secondary 
education, instituted pensions for female peasants, introduced sex equality 
legislation.232 Under the impetus of Margaret Papandreou (Andreas' first wife) 
and her Union of Greek Women, the government created a Council for Sex 
Equality and a network of Equality Bureaux in every prefecture of the country. 
Paternal leave was instituted along with maternal leave. Hundreds of new 
day-care centres were created. PASOK thus implemented many of the reforms 
advocated by Greek feminists. 233 

A National Health Service Bill was introduced on 10 August 198;. It 
declared that health care was a social right and, consequently, that it should 
not be subject to profit-making.234 The creation of rural health centres, one 
of the most important state measures of health promotion ever adopted in 
Greece, was a key component of the new health service. All this led to a 
significant increase in social expenditure. 

Public spending increased during the 1982-88 period by 40 per cent 
(against a 2.8 per cent increase in the 1975-8 I period), while the public debt 
skyrocketed.235 Electoral expediency prevailed over economic considerations. 
Thus, the stabilization plan of 1985 was discontinued in 1988, in view of the 
impending elections.236 For as long as possible PASOI( avoided following in 
the footsteps of Soares in Portugal, where the brakes were applied to the 
~xpansion of real wages and public spending as soon as the socialists gained 
power. 237 The left~leaning trajectory of PASOI( in power continued, un
interruptedly, for the first four years of its term of office, until the 1985 
elections. Between 1985 and 1987, a stabilization programme (from which 
Papandreou cannily distanced himself), proposed by the then finance minister, 
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I<~ostas Simitis (a modernizer and future prime minister), and involving 
limitation of the right to strike, anti~inflationary measures and devaluation, 
was largely unsuccessful. Thereafter, the weight of scandals and corruption 
and, above all, the disillusionment resulting from the failure of the govern
ment to live up to its programme led to Papandreou's defeat in 1989. 

What had happened between 1985 and 1989 was that PASOI( realized it 
could no longer keep the outside world at bay. Financial scandals and state 
corruption become election losers only when they are coupled with a contrac
tion of public spending - that is, when corruption benefits the few, instead 
of the many. 'Democratic' corruption takes the form of wide access to public 
employment jobs and to the source of public expenditure. State-sponsored, 
get-rich-quick schemes, such as public building contracts, can be tolerated as 
long as the benefits are widely spread. They become dysfunctional only to 
the extent that they represent a mopping-up operation of scarce resources by 
a few powerful people. Thus, 'democratic' corruption succeeds under the 
same conditions as the welfare state: regular and constant economic growth. 
When growth rates deteriorate, as they did in the 1980s, both the welfare 
state and widespread corruption enter into crisis. 

Papandreou ignored the warning signs and continued the tradition of an 
overmanned state sector, state-dependent economic development, a rigidly 
regulated labour market, an extensive black economy, and a restrictive, guild
like trade union mentality.238 PASOI( had become the 'champion of the state 
as a mechanism for the protection of specific interests and the allocation of 
favours and spoils to politically loyal groups'.239 This enabled Papandreou to 
maintain widespread support against all odds. It took three elections Gune 
1989, November 1989, April 1990) to prise him from office. 

The short-lived government coalition Gune-October 1989), led by Tzannis 
Tzannetakis, between the conservative ND and Synaspismos, the communist
led Coalition of the Forces of the Left and Progress, was the oddest in 
recent European history, because it brought together the bitter opponents of 
the civil war and symbolically ended it. The coalition programme, known as 
Katharsis, was to ensure that Papandreou would be put on trial to face charges 
arising from the financial scandal involving his protege George I(oskotas and 
the Bank of Crete, and to purge the civil service of corruption. Papandreou 
was acquitted. The elections of November 1989 were a blow for Synaspismos. 
Its electorate had obviously been alienated by the prospect of a continuing 
coalition with the conservatives. Thus, the Greek-style 'historic cOlnpromise' 
between communists and ND gave way to another provisional 'historic 
compromise' (November 1989 to February 1990), which included all three 
parties ND, the I(I(E and PASOI( led by Xenophon Zolotas, the eighty
five-year-old former governor of the Bank of Greece, with the largest parlia
mentary majority in post-war European history: 298 seats out of 300.240 

The stalemate was resolved with the election of April 1990 and the victory 
of ND. The I(KE had lost its chance to make its mark on Greek politics. 
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In 1989 Papandreou, needing the support of the communists, had offered 
them a place in government in return for changing the electoral system, 
which had hitherto severely penalized them. Had the KKE accepted the 
offer, the chances of a lengthy period of PASOK-KI<E government would 
have been excellent.241 The KKE preferred the path of political rectitude (the 
Katharsis government). In so doing, it lost the battle and the war. PASOI< 
and Papandreou swept back to power in 1993, and the I<I<E was more 
marginalized than ever. For all its hardline Sovietism, the KKE had behaved 
commendably from the point of view of the ethical values of liberal demo
cracy, by putting principles ('clean governmene) before political power. It 
thereby once again manifested its alienation from mainstream Greek political 
life. 

The KKE were not the only communists to discover that they had no 
serious future. The crumbling of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and of the USSR 
in 199 I simply confirmed that, for communism, history had come to an end. 

What did the Left contribute to the transition to, and consolidation of, 
democracy in the countries of Southern Europe? This survey has established 
that no single force was directly responsible for the termination of the 
authoritarian regimes. All momentous historical events are part of a complex 
structural process of change and adaptation. The paradox with which socialists 
had to grapple was that one of the most significant ideological dimensions 
of the story of late capitalism was the close relationship behVeen liberal 
democracy and capitalist development, and that this relationship had been 
established largely through their efforts. For democracy is not intrinsic to 
capitalist development as such; it is impossible to deduce a particular political 
regime from the requirements of capitalist accumulation. 

Nevertheless, the Southern European authoritarian states appeared to have 
been inexorably pushed towards the regulated welfare-state capitalism of 
Western Europe. Attempts to hold back the process (protectionism, military 
intervention) were successful only as a delaying tactic. In the end, the regimes 
could not even rely on the support of the middle classes, who had realized 
that they had nothing to fear from democracy because it was perfectly 
compatible with capitalism. 

The account of the three transitions highlights the activities and roles of 
various forces and personalities and the outcomes of a complex political 
chess-game. What emerges quite clearly is that the political situation deter
mined the strategy of 'the Left', more than the converse. The Left usually 
reacted, seldom initiated. Before the transition, during the dictatorships, the 
main combatants for the establishment of a democratic order were the three 
communist parties, whether 'Eurocommunists' or 'unreconstructed dogmat
ists'. During the transition, the communists always trailed after other forces: 
the PCP after the MFA, the PCE after Suarez and the UCD, while, in Greece, 
the I(I(E was never a major player. 
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The 'liberal-conservatives" whose record during the dictatorship was usually 
less than glorious, came into their own during the actual transition, and 
guaranteed the relative smoothness of the process. The greater their 
importance (as in Greece and Spain), the smoother the transition. Socialists 
emerged only during the third phase, that of consolidation. They had to 
abandon their traditional aim, to overcome capitalism, as most of their 
counterparts in Western Europe already had. It was the socialists who 
'modernized' their societies by fighting for, and promulgating, the great 
'liberal' civil liberties reforms for which liberals so often failed to fight. In 
all three countries, the Left appeared as the most articulate proponent of a 
complete return to democracy. None of the communist or socialist parties 
involved would have settled for anything less than the kind of civil liberties 
which existed in the rest of Western Europe. This was true even of those 
organisations of the Left, such as the Greek and Portuguese communist 
parties, which had connived at the infringement of these same liberties in the 
'socialist' countries of Eastern Europe. 

The debacle of the three southern communist parties confirms the hypoth
esis suggested in chapter 4, namely that the Leninist organization of the 
party was suited to conditions which best approximated to those of the 
Bolsheviks under Tsarism: a state of repression, necessitating a quasi-militarist 
organization of the party coupled with a single-mindedness which would 
make it the natural home for all those determined to fight the existing order. 
This form of organization was unsuited to democratic systems wherein the 
other party of the Left, be it socialist or socialist-populist, could provide a 
better alternative. Only two communist parties were able to effect the 
transition from clandestine work under dictatorship or occupation to open 
political activity in a democracy, while maintaining a hegemonic role as a 
rallying point of the Left: the PCF and the PCI. In the long run, even the 
PCF failed the decisive test; as soon as French socialism abandoned its 
centrist position, and defined itself as a party of social reform and not 
simply an anti-communist organization, the PCF began to decline. Togliatti's 
genius was to have realized at the moment of the transition to democracy 
that is, in 1945-46 that the military-type party, which had conducted the 
struggle in clandestinity, had to be ditched in favour of a broader and looser 
mass organization, with far less ideological control. This is what for so long 
saved the PCI from the ghettoization which befell its counterparts. Eventually, 
in order to survive, the PCI had to abandon cOlnmunism altogether and 
embrace social democracy unambiguously, by transforming itself into the 
Democratic Party of the Left (see chapter 24). The enormous price the 
Italian Left paid for this peculiarity was that it was condemned never to 
reach office the only Western European country never to have had the 
Left in power. 

These are things which it must be admitted no historical reconstruction 
will ever demonstrate to everyone's complete satisfaction. In theory, it would 
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be possible to imagine a transition from authoritarian rule to democracy in 
Spain, Portugal and Greece without the actions and sacrifices of trade unions, 
communist and socialist parties. Yet it is only ~in theory' that democratic 
transitions occur without the Left. In real history, the relatively civilized and 
regulated capitalism that was eventually established in Southern Europe would 
be unthinkable without the decisive intervention of sizeable parties of the 
Left. 

With the arrival of democracy in Spain, Portugal and Greece, the long and 
difficult establishment of formal democratic rules in the advanced capitalist 
countries of Western Europe was complete. Most of the political and eco~ 
nomic demands of the Erfurt Programme of 189 I (see chapter I) had been 
fulfilled. Yet, as we have seen, capitalism was bursting Oll,t of its national 
integument, establishing itself as a world system of accumulation. In so doing, 
capitalism increasingly emancipated itself from the narrow bounds of the 
national regulatory framework, the nation-state, which had cocooned it 
throughout its first phase of growth and accumulation. Therewith it signifi
cantly altered the social structures confronting socialists. It is to these changes, 
and the wider crisis of socialism, that I shall devote the final part of this 
work. 



PART SEVEN 

The Great Crisis of Socialism 





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Workers, Women and Greens 

Only the Workers? 

'LE SOCIALISME est mort' 'Socialisol is dead' announced Alain Touraine 
in 198o, on the opening page of his L'apres socialisme. 1 Following the revolutions 
of 1989, Ralf Dahrendorf reiterated: 'the point has to be made unequivocally 
that socialism is dead, and that none of its variants can be revived for a world 
awakening from the double nightmare of Stalinism and Brezhnevism.'2 Writing 
in 1994, Anthony Giddens was more circumspect, but still had little comfort 
to offer socialists: 'perhaps', he wrote, the idea of 'burying socialism' has 
become a reality.3 Few socialists would have claimed the movement was 
healthy. As the survivors of the collapsed Soviet empire were busy rebuilding 
stock exchanges and pulling down statues of Lenin, only the most naive or 
stout-hearted left-wing optimists could continue to say, with the once prevalent 
self~confidence in the movement, 'the future belongs to socialism', 

Yet in the mid~I970S much of this gloom would have appeared rather 
odd. At that time, the unfolding crisis seemed to be that of capitalism, not 
of socialism. The USA, beaten militarily by Vietnamese peasants, had devalued 
the dollar, pillar of the international economy and of the Bretton Woods 
system. Third World countries, pillaged for decades by Western imperialism, 
demanded and obtained the market price for their raw materials. The era of 
cheap primary products appeared to be over. Growth rates tumbled through
out the West, while unemployment soared, demonstrating or so it was 
thought that capitalist prosperity was ephemeral, as socialists had often 
predicted. Only a few years earlier, rebellious students - from Tokyo to 
California via Berlin, Paris and Rome and o1ilitant workers had challenged 
the prevailing ideological and social consensus. Feminists were contesting 
ancient and hallowed norms of behaviour. In Southern Europe, right-wing 
regimes were toppled, while social-democratic governments dominated in 
the North. In the years 1974-75 there were social-democratic premiers in 
Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Great Britain, Holland and 
Sweden.4 Socialists could legitimately look towards the future with confidence. 

By the 1980s, it had become apparent that this optimism was misplaced. 
Perhaps the economic crisis of the early 19705, the end of the 'golden age', 
instead of making socialism possible, had simply been the beginning of a 
ne\v phase of capitalist accumulation in which socialisn1 would be regarded 
as irrelevant. 
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A decade later, it had become commonplace to hold that socialism - West 
European socialism, not· the defunct Eastern variety - was in crisis. This was 
not a rumour put about by liberals and conservatives. It was the object of 
agonizing discussions and analyses by socialism's most fervent supporters. 

Were there objective forces or tendencies operative against the traditional 
agencies of socialism - political parties, their strategies and values? What was 
the nature of this crisis? Had the male industrial working class, the bastion 
of socialist parties, become a thing of the past? Had socialist and social
democratic parties, deserted by voters, ceased to win elections and form 
governments? 

To take the last question first, there is no overwhelming evidence to 
suggest that socialist parties were deserted by their voters. During the 1980s, 
the so-called 'yuppy' decade of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, the 
Left suffered serious and repeated electoral defeats only in Germany and 
Great Britain. Elsewhere, the verdict was not so gloomy. The advance of the 
Italian communists was halted after 1979, but their socialist rivals were on 
the move: their forceful leader, Bettina Craxi, was prime minister for five 
continuous years (1983-87) - quite an achievement by Italian standards. As 
we noted in chapter 17, socialists were returned to government in Sweden 
and Norway, and repeatedly confirmed in office in Austria. They dominated 
Spanish and Greek politics. In France, in 198 I, they achieved a parliamentary 
majority for the first time in their history and, although they lost in 1986, 
they were back in power in 1988. A socialist president, Fran~ois Mitterrand, 
became the longest ruling French head of state since Napoleon III. If 
elections and gaining office are the criteria for political success, then socialists 
in the 1980s were not unsuccessful. They performed far better than in the 
1950S, when they were consistently in power only in the Scandinavian 
countries and Austria. Wolfgang Merkel has highlighted the exceptional 
stability of the vote of socialist, social-democratic and labour parties between 
1945 and 1990. Their average share of the vote in this period was 3 1.2 per 
cent. During the 'golden age' (1945-73), it was 31.7 per cent. In 1974-90 this 
'dropped' to 3 1.5 per cent:5 not enough to warrant characterizing the 'crisis 
of socialism' as a crisis of electoral consent. 

However, West European socialism, evolutionary 'welfare' socialism, 
pioneered by Bernstein, developed in Britain, Germany and Sweden, based 
on strong unions, state intervention and a growing public sector was, by the 
1980s, unmistakably in crisis. By the I 990S, it even proved difficult to defend 
the gains thus far achieved: the welfare state, full employment and trade 
union rights; the first was in danger, the second had become a thing of the 
past, and the third were severely curtailed. 

In the field of ideas the crisis of socialism was even more obvious. The 
view that the capitalist market was a highly wasteful mechanism for allocating 
resources, and that collective means of providing services were better than 
private, became unfashionable even on the Left. The Left lost ground to 
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those they derided in the past as the apologists of capitalism, the worshippers 
of the market, the high priests of the Invisible Hand. Old ideas were 
resurrected: serving one's own interests somehow helped everyone to prosper. 
The state should let people get on with their lives, limiting its role to the 
provision of a few ground rules - as Hayek had suggested thirty years 
previously. Socialists looked like an army which, though once powerful, was 
now everywhere in retreat, demoralized, anxious to regroup around a few 
ideas which it sought, unconvincingly, to defend, while accepting that much 
of what it had supported in the past should be discarded. As for the few 
remaining revolutionaries of the 1960s, they had become to use Arthur 
Miller's characterization of the American communists little more than 
inconsequential loiterers on the platform, waiting for the redemption train to 
arrive. 

Socialists had run out of ideas. In the 1960s they had abandoned the aim 
of abolishing capitalism; in the 19705 and 19805 they proclaimed that they 
were the ideal managers of it. By 1989, when the Berlin Wall collapsed, the 
conventional reformist idea that it was necessary to possess a large public 
sector to countervail the negative tendencies of the private sector had 
evaporated from the programmes of all socialist parties. The privatization of 
the public sector, previously unthinkable even among n10st conservatives, 
came to be accepted by many socialists. The world of socialists had irrevocably 
changed. It no longer rested on a manufacturing society of male industrial 
workers. The entry of women into the workforce had feminized an already 
fragmenting working class. Economic growth had become problematic. The 
notion of class politics was being challenged. The only way forward, some 
claimed, was pragmatic coalition-building to maximize electoral support, by 
offering different things to different groups on an ad hoc basis in the know
ledge that each group was ephen1erally constructed through discourse. It was 
not accidental that the USA was often regarded as the model for this 
approach. Deprived of European-style 'class' parties and of a socialist tradi
tion, the USA, with its multi-ethnic population, its fragmentation into a 
myriad of religious groupings, its highly localized interest groups, apparently 
showed Europe the shape of its own future - as so many writers from de 
Tocqueville onward have suggested. 

It is, of course, true that the working class could be considered simply as 
a class 'out there', produced by capitalism and somehow endowed with 
consciousness and an implicit project (see chapter 1). The class itself, as a 
social group united by a comn10n consciousness, was constructed by socialists 
through political struggle, though there really were industrial workers sharing 
similar social and economic conditions. Nevertheless, people never have a 
single identity and much of the struggle of politics consists in attempts to 
privilege a particular identity at the expense of others. When Marx and Engels 
concluded their famous Manifesto with the rousing call, 'Workers of all coun
tries unite!' they expressed a statclnent of aitns, not a statement of fact. A 
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far less exciting, but more analytically correct formulation might have been: 
~ll wage-workers in capitalist production should regard their socia-economic 
condition as being of greater political importance than any ties they might 
have to a particular religion, ethnic group or nation.' They should, perhaps, 
but they often don't, because as John Dunn wrote 'There are no human 
beings whose sense of social identity is fully and exclusively given for 
themselves by the membership of the working (or any other) class.'6 The 
issue of identity is far more complex than that of class. With amazing ease 
we slip in and out of identities. In the course of a single day, we can be a 
parent, a consumer, a teacher, a citizen, a transport user, a patient, a Jew, a 
gourmand, a taxpayer, and so on, without any consequence save the usual 
mildly neurotic symptoms common to late twentieth-century humans in 
complex 'post-industrial' societies, 

For a long time, the claim of socialists (and communists) to represent a 
common identity was not unsuccessful. By and large, the socialist movement, 
at least in Europe, had obtained the allegiance of the majority of the industrial 
working class, though it often had to accept, recognize and at times even 
uphold the national or religious feelings of the workers. Although socialists 
never lost sight of the working class, this did not prevent them from agitating 
on behalf of other groups. They fought, not always consistently, for peace, 
for women, for minorities; above all, they fought for universal democratic 
and social rights. It is simply not true that socialists and communists always 
addressed themselves exclusively to the working class. Nor, in their everyday 
practice, did socialists ever assume that the working class was monolithic. At 
the end of the last century, socialist militants were well aware of the diversity 
in working·class experience, of the differences in skills or regional traditions, 
or wage levels. That such differences caused problems was recognized and 
constantly debated. 

For all their indisputable class-centtedness, parties of the Left usually 
realized that they needed to obtain support from other classes. As early as 
1869 the leaders of the newly founded Social Democratic Workers' Party of 
Germany, Wilhelm Liebknecht and August Bebel, (wanted to win over the 
working class without losing the democratic lower middle class groups they 
had organised'.' The universalist demands of the Erfurt Programme a free 
health service, a national insurance system, the right to vote were framed 
so as to include everyone, Allies in other classes were always sought. Lenin 
led the October Revolution on the basis of general detnands: peace, bread and 
land. When the British Labour Party becan1e socialist, in 1918, it opened its 
ranks to 'workers by brain', as its first socialist programme made clear. Italian 
comn1unists after 1945 consistently courted small entrepreneurs. In 1959, at 
Bad Godesberg, the SPD sought to diminish its reliance on the working class 
and become a Volkspartei, a people's party. These 'revisionists' were taking 
stock not only of structural and economic changes, but also of the fact that 
democratic politics compelled socialist parties to appeal to the entire electorate. 
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Thus, the new 'revisionists' of the 1980s - or 'modernizers', as they 
preferred to be called - were not the first to attribute the difficulties facing 
socialists to the excessive importance they had assigned to the working class. 
However, unlike the revisionism of the late 19 50S, which tended to be on the 
right of the socialist spectrum, the neo-revisionists cannot be so identified en 
bloc. Some of them, of course, belonged to the old revisionist right, but they 
co-existed with a new generation of activists who had discovered socialism 
through their experiences in the student moven1ent, single~issue campaigns, 
anti-war activities and the new feminist and ecological movements. 

Fewer Workers 

The modernizers accepted that the industrial working class was diminishing 
and that a worlcing-class identity was no longer central to many 'workers', 

The question of size is relatively straightforward. Once a class is defined, 
all that one needs to do is count its members. In 1900 most socialists believed 
that, eventually, nearly everyone would be a worker. In 1990 few socialists 
were so disdainful of the reality before their eyes as to hold this point of 
view. But was the working class, however defined, actually disappearing? Had 
the predictions made in the course of past decades by sodal theorists such 
as Andre Goo: in his Farewell to the Working Class, or Serge Mallet in his The 
Nel/J Working Class, come true?8 Of course, if the term 'worker' is used in the 
classical Marxist sense (all those who exchange their labour-power for wages), 
then the 'working class' would include the overwhelming majority of society 
- and in this sense I<arl Marx and the 'vulgar' Marxists of the Second 
International, though computerless, were exceptionally accurate in their long
range social science forecasts: nearly everyone had become a wage-earner, 
there were far fewer shopkeepers and artisans, and hardly any peasants. But 
to hold that miners, hospital cleaners, computer operators, senior civil 
servants, university professors, footballers, night club bouncers and other 
'wage-earners' all have an affinal class position and hence the same identity 
and interests - is rather implausible. 

If we narrow the definition and define the working class simply as all 
those involved in manufacturing, then the evidence presented in Tables 22. I 

and 22.2 substantiates many of the empirical claims of the modernizers, 
though not necessarily the political inlplications they draw from them. 

Greece, Portugal and Spain, the latecomers in the race towards industrial
ization, were the most obvious exceptions to the general trend away from 
employment in lnanufacturing. Spain, the most advanced of the three, was 
already becoming 'post-industrial' in the 1980s, having peaked around 1970. 
Greece showed signs of having reached its peak around 1990. In Germany, 
Austria and Finland the manufacturing sector had resisted longer than else
where. In other countries the declining share of employment of manufacturing 
was indisputable, particularly in Scandinavia and Great Britain. 
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Table 22.1 Percentage of economically active population in manufacturing and social 
services 

Community, social 
Manufacturing and personal services 

1960-61 1970-7 1 1980-81 1991-93 1960- 61 1970-71 1980- 81 1992,-93 

Austria 29. 8 3 t. 5 30 .4 26.6 14. 1 16.0 19.6 23·4 
Belgium 34.6 31. 1 21.9 17·7 21.4 2.0.6 26·4 32.9 
Denmark 2.8·5 15·9 17·2. 19·9 22.2 24·2. 32.0 35.0 
Finland 2.1.5 2.4·7 24. 8 18.8 14.8 18. t 24·7 31.8 
France 27.0 2.5. 8 22·3 18·9 20.1 2.0.1 2.5-4 27. 8 

Germany 36.5 ;7.6 32.7 28.2 18.8 19.0 n/a z6·5 
Greece 13·4 17. 2 18·7 18.8 12..1 10.8 15.0 18,9 
Holland 2.9·9 24.0 18.8 16.6 2. 3.5 21.1 28.6 F·7 
Italy 26.6 3 I. 1 22·3 19.8 13· 5 17·4 19·, 24·9 
Norway 25·5 26·7 20.2 14·; 18·4 20.2 30.4 37·2-
Portugal 2.3· 3 2.1.7 24. 1 1.3·7 14.6 14·3 19. 2 24. 1 

Spain 17·7 25·4 2.4·4 19.0 14. 1 15·7 16.0 20.0 
Sweden 34. 2 28.; 24.0 16.8 19·9 26. I 34.0 37. 1 

UK 34.8 32·4 20.6 18,9 1.4·; 2.7·; 2.3·7 25·5 

Notes: Co/urnlt 1960-61: Spain 1950, France 1962; Coit",m 1970-71: France 1968; Colurnn 1980-
3/: France 1982.; Co/urnn 1990-91: France 1989, Denmark and Italy 1990; figure for Germany 
refers to West Germany. Cornrllunit)" social and personal services corresponds to Division 9 of 
the Service sector. It includes domestic services, public administration, social and health 
services; education, entertainment and excludes all financial and business services. 

Sources: ILO, Yearbook oj Labour Statistics 194J-89. RetrospectilJe Edition 01/ Population Ceruuses; 
ILO, Yearbook oj Labollr Statistics 1991) 1992) and 1994. For the 1980-81 figure for Germany, 
see OECD Economic Olltlook, 1960-1989 HistoricaIStatist;cs. 

The 'services' columns include a range of services which are mostly 
associated with the public administration of 'caring' services, that is, with the 
welfare state (though it includes private domestic services and entertainment). 
Here too the trend is unmistakable: expansion in terms of employment is 
general, with the remarkable exception of Britain (community, social and 
personal services had even suffered a contraction, against a Europe-wide 
trend during the 1970s, which includes a period of Labour administration). 
By the 199°5, a greater proportion of the population was employed in the 
'community' services than in manufacturing everywhere except Germany; 
the gap between the two was less pronounced in Austria, as well as in the 
'latecomer' countries of Greece, Portugal and Spain. In all the Nordic coun
tries, Belgium and Holland, the 'community' sector was, by far, a greater 
provider of employment than manufacturing. The 'post-industrial' society, at 
least in the advanced countries, had come of age. A considerable proportion 
of this 'post~industrial' sector was the direct result of the development of the 
welfare state. The state had thus become a major actor in the structuring of 
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Table 22.2 Economically active population in manufacturing and social services 

Community, social 
1fanufacturing and personal services 

1960- 61 1970-71 1980- 81 1992.-93 1960- 61 1970-71 1980- 81 1992-93 

Austria 100 10 5.7 102.0 89·3 100 I 13.5 139.0 166.0 
Belgium 100 92.8 6,·3 51. 2 JOO 96,3 11-3·4 15 3·7 
Denmark 100 90.9 60·3 69. 8 100 109.0 144. 1 157.66 
Finland 100 114·9 I I 5.3 87·4 100 122., 166,9 21 4.9 
France 100 95.6 82.6 70.0 100 100.0 12.6.8 13 8.3 
Germany 100 10;.0 89.6 77·3 100 10T.I nla 141.0 
Greece 100 128-4 139·5 140.3 100 89·3 12.4.0 15 6.2 

Holland 100 80·3 62'9 55·5 lOO 89.8 121·7 139. 1 

Italy 100 116,9 83. 8 74·4 100 128,9 143.0 184·4 
Norway 100 1°4·7 79. 2 56.1 100 109.78 165. 2 202..2. 
Portugal 100 93. I 103.4 101.7 100 97·9 131.5 165. 1 
Spain 100 14;·5 137. 8 107.3 100 I I I. 3 I 13· 5 141.8 
Sweden 100 82.·7 70.2 49. 1 100 131. 2 170.8 186·4 
UK 100 93. 1 59. 2 54·, 100 Ill·,5 97·5 104.9 

Source: Table constructed on the same statistical basis as Table 22.. I. 

social classes. A new, wider public sector now had a stake in the expansion 
of the state and shared in the ethos of non-market-based public service. 
Significantly, this sector employed more women than men everywhere, except 
Spain and Greece. 

The remarkable shrinking of the traditional working class is further sub
stantiated by examining employment in the iron and steel industry, the 
backbone of the industrial world. In Germany there were nearly 170~000 

steel-workers in 1954. Their number increased steadily, until they reached a 
peak in 1961 (212,000); then decline set in. By 1991, there were only 83,000. 

In the same period France had lost nearly 80,000 steel-workers, Belgium over 

Table 22.3 Workers in the iron and steel industry, 1973-90 

1973 1990 % change 

Belgium F,5 12 20,01 9 -61. 8 8 
France 107,872 2.4,678 -77. 12 
Italy 72 ,795 42,359 ~4I.81 

UK 139,601 32,799 -76.5 1 

West Germany 17 1,688 86,688 -49.5 1 

SOllrce: Table constructed on the basis of figures in Eurostat, Iron and Steel. Year!)' Statistics 1992, 
Luxemburg 1992., pp. 6 and 12.. 
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30,000, and Britain more than 110,000. The numbers of those employed 
would have been even lower had not the state intervened with subsidies. 

Statistics on employment in other key manufacturing sectors would tell 
the same story. But can this numbers game explain the 'crisis of socialism'? 
In 196 I, the 'peak' year for German steel-workers, the SPD was in opposition. 
Ten years later, there were 40,000 fewer steel-workers (and the country was 
de-industrializing), and the SPD was in power. The industrial proletariat was 
shrinking, but this did not correlate with the electoral history of the Left, as 
the electoral results in Table 16.3 show (see p. 463).9 As J<itschelt put it: 'the 
varying electoral fortunes of socialist patties are all but unrelated to cross
national differences in the size of the working class or working class decline 
over time.'tO The Labour Party lost four elections in a row not only because 
there were fewer workers, but because many workers deserted Labour. In 
1979, at the general election which inaugurated the longest period of Con
servative rule in Britain in the twentieth century, there was a swing away 
from the Labour Party of between 10 and II per cent among skilled workers, 
and as high as 16 per cent among younger worlcing-class men.11 

If the main problem for the Left was that it was losing the allegiance of 
workers, and not just that there were fewer of them, then the problem 
should be one of class identity, not of size. But not all 'workers' are in 
manufacturing industries. Too many 'proletarians', such as hospital cleaners, 
garbage collectors, coalminers, truck drivers, are excluded from the 'manu
facturing' sector, while too many computer operators and accountants are 
included in it. Furthermore, the term 'post-industrial', often used in these 
discussions, lacks theoretical precision. Following Daniel Bell, who popularized 
the concept, I have used it here as shorthand for a society in which the 
tertiary sector has become dominant. 12 The problem is that it entirely depends 
on the statistical definition of the service sector. This lumps together such 
disparate social figures making bus drivers 'post-industrial', along with 
strip-tease artistes, schoolteachers and stockbrokers - as to make sociological 
generalizations implausible. Finally, the pace of change has been so rapid in 
recent history that many of the categories used to describe the 'new' labour 
force correspond less and less to the reality of the labour market in the 
199os. Within the same industries one is faced with dualist labour markets: 
part-time against full-time, core versus periphery, Fordist production against 
post-Fordist, temporary against permanent employolent, in-house versus 
contracted-out workforce, and so on. The labour market tends to a point 
where no single form of work is dominant.13 

Even within the more traditional sectors of the working class, differences 
are so pronounced that it has become increasingly difficult for trade unions, 
especially centralized trade union confederations, as in Italy, Germany and 
Sweden, to mediate between different categories purely on the basis of wage 
demands. 14 Trade unions themselves ceased to be the powerful organizations 
they were in the 1970s. Between 1970 and 1990, union density (trade union 
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Table 22.4 Trade union density rates in Western Europe, 1970-90 

1970 1980 1990 

Austria 62..2. 56.2. 46.2. 

Belgium 45·5 55·9 51.2 
Denmark 60.0 76.0 71.4 
Finland 51.4 69.8 72 .0 

France 22·3 17·5 9.8 
Greece 35. 8 36.7 34. 1 

Italy ;6.; 49·3 38.8 

Holland 38.0 ; 5·; 2.5·5 
Norway 51.4 56,9 56.0 

Portugal 60.8 60·7 ,)1.8 
Spain 2.7-4 25.0 Il.O 

Sweden 67·7 79·7 82·5 
UK 44. 8 50.4 39. 1 

West Germany 33.0 35.6 32·9 

Notes: Data for Portugal and Greece not corrected for possibly retired, unemployed and self
employed members. Data for Greece (1970, 1980), Norway (1970), Portugal (1970, 1980), 
Spain (1970) not exactly comparable. 

Source: DEeD, EmpIO)'fn8nt Outlook, July 1994, p. 184. 

membership as a percentage of \vage- and salary-earners) declined through
out Western Europe, as Table 22.4 shows. 

Changes in social structures and trade union density do not automatically 
modify political alignments. Union membership collapsed in France and Spain 
during long periods of socialist government, and was relatively stable in 
Germany while the cno was in power. Parties well entrenched in particular 
regions may have established long lasting loyalties which enable them to 
survive these changes. In most instances such adaptation is their main 
guarantee of survivaL For instance, in Italy the PCI - the dominant party in 
the Emilia-Romagna region has remained strong (as has the PDS), even 
though the number of workers has decreased and the social structure has 
changed considerably.15 

Rough predictions along the lines of 'the fewer workers, the fewer socialist 
voters' may be difficult to sustain. Nevertheless, the idea that major economic 
changes would have no effect on the fortunes of socialist parties is equally 
unsustainable. The collapse of manufacturing in much of Western Europe 
and North America was part of a ne\v phase of capitalism, one in which a 
large factory-based working class was no longer necessary. The 'Fordist 
\vorker', whose prominence in Europe was taken for granted by the socialist 
tradition, had become less central to capitalism. In Europe, capitalism required 
a smaller, highly paid and highly flexible, skilled working class. These skilled 
workers were now a relatively prosperous group, a real 'aristocracy of the 
proletariat', fairly well-integrated into the market economy, partaking of the 
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abundance of consumer capitalism, requiring, if at all, the protection of 
organizations more similar to the craft unions of the last century than the 
politicized mass unions of later years. 

The outcome of these processes was not only a smaller working class, but 
also a more fragmented one. The change in size and composition of the 
European (and North American) working class was a major feature of the 
end of the 'Fordist' phase of modern capitalism, that of the mass production 
of standardized commodities. The socialist movement, forced as usual to 
follow the development of capitalism, thus needed to develop new forms of 
political intervention suited to the post-Fordist age. On their own, changes 
do not necessarily militate against the fortunes of the Left. The key variable 
is the ability of the Left to exploit them. The fragmentation of the working 
class, mass unemployment, the decrease in manufacturing, the expansion of 
female labour these could equally well have proved favourable to the Left. 16 

Socialist parties themselves became increasingly dominated by middle-class 
activists and, as a paradoxical result, came to reflect more accurately the class 
basis of post-industrial society. In some cases, new anomalies appeared. For 
instance, the typical member of the British Labour Party - one of the most 
class-bound parties of Europe, in terms of image and rhetoric - was, by 
1989, middle-class, middle-aged and male. 17 Only one in four members was 
a manual worker.18 Among the individual members of the Labour Party, 
more belong to the white-collar public sector union NALGO ~ not affiliated 
to the party - than to any other union; more are members of the Association 
of University Teachers than of the National Union of Mineworkers. 19 The 
average Labour Party member was considerably richer than the average voter: 
in 1989 30 per cent of members belonged to households earning more than 
£20,000 a year, while only 6 per cent of voters were so fortunate. 2o 

Some social scientists argued that classes were still a major factor of self
identification and that the parties of the Left would gain little by abandoning 
class appeal. Their task is to mobilize as many members of 'their' class, 
without losing support in other classes. 21 Other analysts propounded a 
'dealignment' theory (a variant of the idea of multiple identities), suggesting 
that being a worker was no longer electorally significant: social complexity 
had increased, while modern communications and social and geographical 
mobility had changed the way individuals related to each other.22 Dealignment 
theorists pointed out that the British Labour Party's share of the working
class vote fell from 62. per cent to 42 pet cent between 1945 and 1983.23 Nor 
was this an exclusively British phenomenon. In the 19805 many European 
workers were beginning to desert their traditional parties. In Germany, for 
instance, over one million blue-collar workers in the Rhine-Ruhr region turned 
away fronl the social democrats to support the CDU. 24 In Italy the PCl 
began to lose workers in the industrial belts around lVlilan and Turin, while 
in France the peF could no longer count on the loyal support of the workers 
in the banlieue of Paris.25 
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Table 22.5 How Britain voted in 199Z.: percentage of voters 

Results Women Men AB Cl Cz. DE 

Electorate 52 48 19 24 27 3° 
Conservative 43 44 41 56 52 39 31 

Labour 35 34 37 19 25 40 49 

Source: Adapted from MORl table in David Butler and Dennis Kavanagh, The British General 
Election of 1992, :Macmillan, London 1992, p. 277· 

What was really in dispute was the electoral behaviour of the skilled 
working class, once a bastion of the Left and now electorally volatile. Other 
groups were more predictable. Taking as an example the 1992 British elec
tion results, it is clear from Table 22.5 that - to use simple language - the 
more money one has, the more likely one is to vote for the Conservative 
Party. 

The top two census groups, the managerial and professional middle classes 
(A and B), and the skilled non-manual workers (CI) voted disproportionately 
for the Conservatives. The Labour Party did very well in the bottom two 
groups (D and E), the semi-skilled and unskilled. The skilled manual workers 
(the C2 group), however, were almost equally divided between Labour and 
Conservative. If dealignment occurred anywhere, it was in this group. In the 
UI< no other social cleavage, be it age, gender or occupation, appeared to be 
a better predictor of voting than class cleavage, although, at least since 1987, 
there was significant subdivision within the middle class: those working within 
the public sector were far less pro-Conservative than those in the private 
sector - though, of course, the Tories had a majority in both sub-groups.26 
The problem with social classes is that they do not stand still. 

Working Women 

I turn now to an examination of the growing feminization of the labour 
force and the growth, in many countries, of part-time work. Drawing a 
precise picture of these changes is an intricate task. All the following section 
aims to do is to provide an impression of the growing social complexity of 
the world of labour, the intersection between class segmentation and political 
action faced by socialists as they approached the end of the century. 

We can start, conventionally, by noting that technology accelerates the 
process of change, affecting the boundaries between skills and creating new 
jobs. A typical example was the rapid disappearance, throughout most of 
Europe, of the category of print workers, who were overwhelmingly male 
and well-paid. Thanks to the development of computer-related technology 
(photosetting), the print workers were eliminated. In many instances, this led 
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to the employment of women workers (who had typing skills) and the 
enhancement of home working, piece rates, jobs without security. These jobs 
were considered to be less skilled than those of printers and paid accordingly.27 

Changes in the composition of the working class were indissolubly linked 
to its feminization. This was brought about by the increase in female employ
ment in the 1970S as full male employment began to collapse. This, however, 
was not a universal phenomenon even in the advanced countries. Germany, 
which in 1960 had a considerable proportion of working women, in the 
1980s had a relatively low female participation rate (this is obtained by dividing 
the total female labour force by the potential female labour force, i.e. women 
between the school-leaving age and the retirement age). This was due to the 
fact that, in the 19805, German economic restructuring was led by the 
manufacturing sector and not - as in Sweden or Britain - by a rapidly 
expanding service sector. Moreover, the celebrated German apprenticeship 
system, which provided access to the best jobs in manufacturing, was dom
inated by boys, while girls preferred to stay on in education. 28 A pronounced 
feminization of the labour force occurred in Britain and Holland in the 
19808 in the form of an expansion of part-time labour, while in Italy, where, 
officially, only 10 per cent of women workers were part-timers, the same 
process was a direct result of the growth of the informal economy. In the 
American electronics industry, the prevalence of women workers had been 
well-established for a while: in Santa Clara County, California, women working 
in this industry outnumbered men by two to one in the semi-skilled and 
unskilled categories as early as 1970.29 

It was becoming increasingly difficult to describe the 'typical' worker as a 
man employed for over forty hours a week in heavy industry. Classes were not 
disappearing; they were changing. The massive increase in female workforce 
participation which occurred in Britain was a recent phenomenon. As Cather
ine Hakim has shown, there was no substantial change in workforce participa
tion between 1851 and the late 1980s: 'adult wonlen's economic activity rates 
were no higher in the period 195 I - 197 I than they had been a century earlier 
in 1851-1871, standing at 42.-44 per cent in both periods.'30 What happened 
was that there were fewer full-time and more part-time male workers in Britain. 
The number of full~time male workers dropped from just over 15.2 million 
men in 1951 to 12.8 million in 1991. In 1951 there were hardly any part~time 
male workers, while in 199 I there were one and a half million that is, I I 

per cent of the male workforce. A similar trend was taking place in the Nordic 
countries. 31 As for female filII-time employment, this was, between 195 I and 
1991, remarkably stable in Britain, at around the six million mark. The real 
increase was in fen1ale part-timer workers. In 1951 there were only 784,000, in 
199 I 5. I million, or 45 per cent of the total number of women employed.32 

In other words, the general trend is that, while overall employment was falling, 
there was a substantial increase in part-titne work, much of which was 
accounted for by female labour, as Table 22.6 indicates. 
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Table 22.6 Women and part~time work, 1992.-93 

A: Part-time B: Women's C: % of women 
employment as a share in part-time employed in part~time 

proportion of total employment work in the European 
employment Community, 1993. 

Austria 9. 1 89. 1 

Belgium 12.·4 89·7 25.0 

Denmark 1.1.·5 75. 8 40.1 
Finland 7·9 64·; 
France I2..·7 8;·7 2 ;.8 
Germany 14. 1 91.0 30.7 
Greece 4. 8 61.; 8.0 

Holland 32.8 7S·0 60.1 

Ireland n/a n/a 16·5 
Italy 5·9 68·5 10·9 
Luxemburg 6·9 88.) 16·4 
Norway 2.6·9 80.1 
Portugal 7·2- 67-4 10.0 

Spain 5·9 76.8 11.9 
Sweden 24·; 82.·3 
UK 23· 5 85·2- 43.6 

SourCf.r: A and B: Department of Employment cited in the Financial Times, 29 September 
1994) p. 8; 1992. figures. C: Eurostat, Unemplq),ed Women in the Be Statistical.Facts, Brussels 
and Luxembourg 1993, pp. 18-19. 

Not only was the British working class being feminized) but it was 
increasingly a dualistic class, made up of a stagnant or declining sector of 
full-time employees (two~thirds men) and an expanding and mainly female 
sector of part-timers.33 Until the late 1980s, 'The much trumpeted rise in 
women's employment in Britain consisted entirely of the substitution if part~ 
time for full-time jobs from 1951 to the late I980s.'34 After 1988, a new trend, 
as yet unexplained, emerged: a sharp rise in full-time female employment. In 
Germany, part-time employment was the fastest growing sector of the labour 
market, with an expansion rate of over 40 per cent. Though this increase 
slowed down in the 19808 to about 13 per cent, there were three times more 
part-time workers, overwhelmingly women, at the end of the 1980s than 
during the 19605.35 Table 22.6 shows the significant difference in part-time 
female employment in \Xlestern Europe. 

There ate many obvious differences between a working class made up of 
(mainly female) part-timers and one made up of (still mainly male) full
timers. The most significant is that work, for part-tinlers, was unlikely to be 
the defining activity of their lives. Most part-timer female 'workers positively 
want a part-time job and have different work priorities from traditional nlale 
workers which is why they are typically restricted to low-skill jobs with low 
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earnings.36 Part~timers have low status, little influence, little incentive to change 
their work. In Britain they tend not to be unionized. They are less protected 
even in the Nordic countries. In Sweden, for instance, part-time workers are 
excluded from unemployment compensation if they work fewer then seven
teen hours a week (twenty in Denmark and Finland).37 Part-time jobs were 
paid less per hour than the equivalent full-time job.38 

In Britain, women 'working part-time or not at all hold the most traditional 
sex-role attitudes and are married to men with even more extreme views of 
women's roles'.39 The conservatism of part-time female workers lies in their 
attitude to gender roles, rather than in their voting preferences, because there 
are no significant electoral differences between housewives and women in 
paid employment.4o Studies of marital power found that male dominance was 
greater when the wife was a home-maker, or a part-time worker, than when 
she had a full-time occupation.41 Research into the division of household 
chores has shown that housework is far more likely to be shared equally 
when the woman has a full-time job. Women working part-time carried 
virtually the same responsibility for house and family as women who were 
not employed.42 The women who provided feminism with its core of activists 
and supporters were those employed full-time (preponderantly the educated). 
They were unlikely to be supported by women in part-time occupations. 
Here, at least, the traditional socialist view, which assumed that participation 
in paid work would be a radicalizing experience, found some empirical 
verification. It also meant, however, that the exacerbation of the division of 
the working class into part-time and full-time threatened both the traditional 
labour movement and the feminist movement. It does not follow that the 
only alternatives facing socialist feminists were either an unrealistic rearguard 
action aimed at restoring the status quo ante, or a supine acceptance of the 
increasing dualism of the labour force. What did follow was that the length 
of the working day, the issue over which the labour movement fought one 
of its first battles, was likely to re-emerge as a crucial question for the 
twenty-first century. The abolition of dualism could occur by drastically 
redefining full-time work through a significant reduction of the length of the 
working day, in order to 'put an end to the present distinction between 
"part-time" and "full-time" workers, which acts so much to women's dis
advantage'.43 Alternatively, part-time work could cease to be a lifelong 
condition in which an overwhelmingly female, low-skilled and low-paid 
workforce is for ever enclosed, becoming, instead, a temporary phase in 
everyone's life.44 Either way - and the two are not mutually exclusive - the 
socialist movement and the trade unions in particular would be compelled to 
fe-examine their traditional antagonism to labour market flexibility - the 
battle-cry of the Right in the 19805 and 19905. 

Gender differences underlay even the diversity of unemployment experi
ence. Female unemployment was the result of the fact that the employment 
opportunities available for women did not keep pace with the increase in the 
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number of women in the labour force. Women were 'ahead' of economic 
development. Male unemployment was a consequence of the decline in 
industrial employment and the low growth rate of male employment in the 
service sector.45 In other words, it was a reflection of the de-industrialization 
of the advanced economies after 1973. The increase in female unemployment 
was due to the growing tendency of won1en to stay in the labour force 
(often as part-timers) even after they had married and had children, and thus 
to a change in attitude, mentality and expectation. 

The occupation gap between women and men narrowed everywhere, but 
not at the same rate. By the mid- I 9808 it was still fairly high in Holland and 
Italy, was closing rapidly in Austria, Germany, the UK and Belgium, and had 
virtually disappeared in Sweden and Finland. 46 In Norway the participation 
rate of women - not particularly high in the 1960s almost doubled in the 
1970s, while that of men continued to decline. 47 The 'quality' gap between 
the sexes i.e. the fact that men were still massively over~represented in the 
better paid and more responsible jobs was still very wide. 

The new, post-golden age capitalism marked the beginning of the end of 
the separation of women from paid employment in productive life, a 
separation which had started with the early, skills-based phase of industrial 
capitalisnl. This, at least in the advanced countries, signalled the end of the 
dominant Fordist system of production based on the male industrial worker, 
in which 'his job description and his wages ... were at the centre of the 
bargaining process between employers and unions and ... provided the focus 
of state policies.'48 

The labour movement was ill-equipped to deal with the new inequalities 
arising, almost inevitably, from the less secure, part-time and low-paid nature 
of women's occupations. Though these inequalities appeared to grow out of 
the productive process, they reverberated through the rest of society. Women 
were caught in a classic vicious circle. Because of their family commitments, 
women 'preferred' part-time work. 49 Because they worked part-time, there 
were fewer incentives for women living with full-time working partners to 
redress the unequal division of unpaid work in the home. For other women, 
who found themselves raising a family on their own - a result of the growth 
in divorce and separations - the volume of unaided 'caring' work made 
career-oriented full-time employment more difficult - particularly if child
care arrangements were not satisfactory. To equalize responsibilities between 
men and women would require a long-term perspective and involve a pro
found change in values beyond the scope of governments although they 
could of course significantly contribute to it. 

Like all complex structural changes, these issues presented specific prob
lems to the parties of the Left. They discovered that most policies, like most 
things in life, were not gender-neutral. For instance, many anti-unemployment 
policies aimed at job preservation and protection such as keeping 
'uneconomic' coalmines working usually favoured male employment. 
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Conversely, attempts to bolster occupations in the service sector were likely 
to lead to a greater proportion of female employment. This is what happened 
in the 19705, when an increase in public sector jobs led to more female 
employment.5o Tables 22.1 and 22.2 revealed the spectacular growth of 'caring' 
services in most countries. This explains why Sweden, where the housewife, 
as a social category, had been virtually eliminated, had one of the most 
severely segregated labour markets in the West.sl In effect, women's traditional 
role was socialized. The extensive Swedish child-care programme expanded 
employment opportunities for married women, while providing them with 
additional jobs in child-care centres. What women had always done, unpaid, 
in the home, was now done outside it, paid by the state. In this way Sweden's 
model of development, aimed at reinforcing 'class' solidarity, also reinforced 
separate spheres for men and women in production and social policy. S2 In 
general, as the OECD noted in 1980, the higher the female participation 
rate, the higher the level of job segregation. S3 This is less true where female 
participation is full-time. For instance, in Britain the substantial increase in 
full-time female employment in the late 19808 led to a decrease in occupational 
segregation. 54 

To combat job segregation, the socialist parties would have needed to 
combat the division between part-time and full-time work and labour market 
dualism. This was politically difficult. When in power, under the pressure of 
rising unemployment, socialist parties defended traditional male jobs through 
subsidies, and expanded female employment by increasing welfare spending 
and public sector employment. This dual action was a consequence of the 
dual role of socialist parties: as trade-union-based 'industrial' parties, they 
defend traditional male employment; as welfare parties, they tried to expand 
public services, thus contributing to the growth of female employment. 

But through the deregulation of the labour market, conservatives too 
helped to provide more jobs for women. The leaner, smaller and more flexible 
industrial sector and the expanding private service sector attracted low-paid 
and part-time female labour. Thus; the contrasting policies of both Left and 
Right effectively promoted the expansion of female employment. 

More women at work does not render them more equal with men. 
Providing women with more part-time jobs helps them and their households 
financially, but has little to do with equality. A fairer distribution of hours 
between women and men would be an advance, assuming that this would 
provide conditions for a fairer division of domestic labour as well. A full
time job in addition to all the ordinary household chores is hardly a liberation 
- as Soviet women discovered to their cost. Nevertheless, full-time employ
ment for women is a better road towards equality than part-time. But under 
which conditions would an expansion of full-time employment for women 
occur? 

The conditions are institutional, cultural and political. They are not gen
erated by 'spontaneous' capitalist development. The differences between 
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France and Britain illustrate this point. By 1989, the female participation rate 
was exactly the same in both countries. 55 The difference was in part-time 
work, which was far more prevalent in Britain than in France: 45 per cent 
in Britain and 2.3 per cent in France.56 

Surveys in France, including data from the 1982 census, showed that, 
before the 1980s, female participation (which was mainly full-time) decreased 
after the birth of the first child and increased again when the children were 
grown-up. In the course of the 1980s, this 'dip' disappeared, but female 
employment remained substantially full-time and increased in jobs requiring 
a professional qualification. Thus, in France, the feminization of employment 
became particularly strong in jobs with executive functions what the French 
call the cadres. 57 

How did French women n1anage to hold down skilled full-time jobs even 
with small children? French men had little to do with it. French employers 
had fewer incentives to employ part-timers than their British counterparts. 
France like all European countries, except Britain, Italy and Ireland - gave 
part-time workers the same legal rights as full-timers, with regard to job 
protection, notice periods and redundancy pay.S8 An important reason for 
the greater proportion of mothers in full-time employment in France was 
that child-care was more widely available in France than in Britain.59 In 
Britain, to be the mother of a child of pre-school age was a real obstacle to 
full-time employment: in the European Union, only Holland has a worse 
full-tin1e participation rate for n10thers of young children.60 Even though the 
rate of employment of mothers with children under five increased in Britain 
between 1983 and 1989, it renlained well below that of other mothers. 61 

Britain where the market was left to determine the pattern of child-care 
arrangements had the worst childMcare provisions for children under school 
age in the European Community;62 it was the only BC country not to offer 
all employed pregnant women maternity leave and to have no statutory 
parental leave (with Ireland and Luxemburg).63 In France, by contrast, the 
employment rate among women with very young children (under five) was 
similar to that of women with children between the ages of five and nine. A 
French mother could count on an extensive network of scholastic and para
scholastic arrangements to take charge of her child throughout the day without 
interruption. 64 This could not be attributed either to the strength of the Left 
in France (in opposition until 198 I) or to French trade unions (the weakest 
in Europe) or to French feminism (an intellectual elite) but to decades of 
French pro-natalist policies. The aim of such policies was not to liberate 
women, or enable them to pursue successful careers, but to make sure that 
they would go on having children. 

In Sweden, in contrast to both France and Britain, the Left was in
strumental in bringing about a state~sponsored and heavily subsidized child
care system to enable more women to work full-time. This public day-care 
progralnme was the most radical item in the 1982. manifesto of the social 
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democrats.65 Feminists, of course, had no reason to idealize the Swedish 
system: in spite of its advanced nature, most Swedish women were still 
economically dependent on men's income.66 

In some circumstances, tax policies were highly effective in expanding 
female participation. For instance, in 1971, tax reform in Sweden established 
the principle of separate assessment. In a regime of high marginal tax rates, 
this favoured female employment, since joint assessment would result in the 
woman's initial earnings (assuming the male partner was already employed) 
being immediately taxed at the high marginal rate. 67 The tax reform also 
contributed to a decrease in part-time work.68 In Germany, until 1982, the 
tax regime discouraged female employment, because couples where only one 
person was gainfully employed benefited more than two-income families. 69 

However, if the aim was to encourage women to work outside the home, it 
was necessary to provide the jobs as well. Here Sweden did far more than 
Germany. Work opportunities for women were promoted through an un
precedented increase in employment in health, education and welfare.70 A 
strong, independent feminist movement was not a major factor in this; in 
Sweden, as in other Nordic countries, women rarely organized separately 
from the established political parties. 71 

In France, the employment policies of the Mitterrand presidency, which 
aimed at increasing jobs in general, benefited women disproportionately, with 
70 per cent of the 167,000 public sector jobs created in the first year going 
to women.72 The socialist government also established a Ministry of the 
Rights of Women. The Loi Roudy of 13 July 1983, named after the minister, 
Yvette Roudy, made discrimination on grounds of sex illegal.73 The law of 10 

July 1982 gave juridical status (pensions and benefits) to the spouses of 
merchants and artisans (300,000 women), who were in effect working as 
partners or employees, but without rights.74 

In Italy, the development of the informal or 'black' economy achieved 
what public sector expansion had done elsewhere: it became the major source 
of female labour. This was an unintended result of trade union strength 
after 1969, which had produced a rigidly regulated labour market. Overtime 
had been reduced and equal pay for equal work introduced, thus eliminating 
the cost competitiveness of female labour. The Statuto dei Lavoratori made 
redundancies difficult, especially in large firms where enforcement of the 
law could not be avoided. This favoured the development of the new Italian 
'model', based on highly flexible small firms operating in the informal 
economy. After 1973, these firms reversed the trend of the 19605 and 
absorbed female labour in increasing quantities. Of the one and a half million 
people newly employed between 1972 and 1980, only 25 ;,000 were men, 
while 1,247,000 were women. This was also a major factor behind the rapid 
decline in childbirth.7s As Daniela Del Boca pointed out, 'All the usual 
characteristics of women's labor force participation - high turnover, willing
ness to work fewer hours, a discontinuous work life which made women 
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less sought after in the larger industrial sector, turned out to be advantageous 
for the small firm sector.,76 Employers now had an incentive to hire women. 
Since these firms had to respond rapidly to changes in demand, and since 
female turnover was high, employers could avoid costly lay-offs. Moreover, 
in firms with fewer than fifteen employees, little or no unionization combined 
with ineffective law enforcement to enable employers to dismiss workers at 
will, avoid social security payments, and maintain a high gender~based wage 
differential. 77 A paradoxical conclusion must be drawn. Thanks to the 
vigorous action of the Italian trade unions, a vast protective system had 
been erected. It sheltered a large proportion of employed men, but at the 
expense of young recruits seeking 'real jobs' in the 'official' sector. Most of 
the new jobs available were in the inforn1al sector. They were highly 
precarious, poorly paid and badly protected. As there were no unemployment 
benefits, the new entrants, mainly women and the young, could not afford 
to be choosers. 78 

Sex Equality 

Various factors contributed to increased female participation in the labour 
market: new 'post-Fordist' capitalist development; 'post-industrial' expansion; 
growth in employment in the social and welfare services; the availability of 
child-care; and fiscal incentives. Left or left-inspired policies played a sub
sidiary role. Many of the jobs women acquired had been created by the 
expansion of the 'socialist' public sector. Many, however, were also the result 
of the 'spontaneous' workings of the 'free market'. The increased productivity 
of domestic labour had been considerably enhanced by consumer goods, 
such as washing machines and convenience foods, which enabled women to 
seek paid employment. Capitalism appeared to 'liberate' women from domestic 
drudgery - without inconveniencing the men. Feminists pointed out that 
liberation was hardly an appropriate description for those relegated to the 
lowest grades, denied equality at home, and dignity and self-esteem in civil 
society. 

The wider equality women wanted was a distant and inlprecise goal, which 
political parties were unable to define in legislative tenTIs. Equality at work 
was more easily pinpointed. Equal pay had been accepted as a principle long 
before the 19708, but gender discrimination produced either outright under
payment of women, or the downgrading of jobs mainly performed by women. 
By the early 1970S, most socialist parties had eagerly embraced the concept 
of equal pay. The new climate created by feminist activists had put pressure 
on socialists and trade unionists to 'do something about wonlen'. Equal pay 
was a 'woman' issue which could easily be absorbed in the traditional frame
work of socialist politics: it had to with wages, working women and, therefore, 
class. 

The 'normal' European pattern was for the principle of non-discrimination 
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to be enshrined in the constitution for instance, the German Basic Law 
(Article Three, paragraph 3); the general principles of the constitutions of 
the French Fourth and Fifth Republics; Article Three of the Italian con
stitution; the Treaty of Rome as well as in ordinary legislation, such as the 
Equal Pay Act of 1970 in Britain or the 1972 Works Constitution Act in 
Germany. Legal rights, however, often needed to be fought for. In Germany, 
works councils made inadequate use of the rights available to them to enforce 
anti-discriminatory legislation. In Britain, the law contained many loopholes 
and allowed employers to leave women in lower-paid grades. 79 

This legislative road was one of two strategies available to resolve wage 
inequality. The other was collective bargaining. Which of the two would 
prevail depended on the institutional political framework. The Swedish SAP 
and the trade unions refused to treat women as a special case, preferring to 
use the solidatistic wages policy to reduce the differentials between low and 
high wages. This was a non-gender specific-policy, which helped women 
more than men because they constituted the majority of the low paid.80 By 
the eady 19805, the hourly rate of Swedish women in manufacturing was 90 
per cent of that of men - the narrowest gap in Europe. Clearly, Swedish 
WOlnen had gained more from collective bargaining than women elsewhere 
had achieved through equal pay legislation.sl In Sweden it had been the 
Folkpartiet (Liberal Party), rather than the SAP, which had campaigned on 
this issue and which, as a member of the 'bourgeois' government, introduced 
the Act of Equality Between Men and Women (1980), outlawing discrimina
tion and establishing an equality ombudsman and a commission, as had 
Britain. (The concept of ombudsman, however, came fron1 N01"\vay, otflbttd 
meaning commissioner.)82 

Swedish social democrats, trade unionists as well as employers, however, 
stuck to the view that work equality issues were best dealt with by collective 
bargaining.s3 To some extent, they were right: in Sweden and Norway (where 
it was the Labour Party which had passed the Equal Status Act), anti
discrimination legislation achieved little. 84 The best available systematic 
comparison of Sweden and Britain showed that non-gender-specific Swedish 
policies proved more effective than British legislation.85 The combination of 
centralized collective bargaining with high public sector employment and 
expenditure and an active labour market policy contributed more to bridging 
the pay gap than a 'liberal' approach relying mainly on legislation.86 

In Britain, in the 19705, the fragmented trade union movement was i11-
equipped for an egalitarian incomes policy, while public spending cuts pre
vented a Swedish-style expansion of the public sector. An efficient way to 
bridge the wage gap among low-income groups would have been non-gender
specific legislation such as a minimum wage, but it was feared that this 
would increase wage costs excessively. Because women earners were at the 
bottom of the pay league, any measure - such as a legally enforceable 
minimum wage or a flat-rate incomes policy which raises low incomes -
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would have had an effect disproportionately favourable to women. Thus, the 
considerable improvement in the relative earnings of low-paid women which 
occurred in 1976-77 is probably to be attributed to the fiat-rate incomes 
policy, possibly combined with the effect of employers having to meet the 
deadline for the implementation of the Equal Pay Act in 1975.87 

The British Labour Party's policy towards women remained based on the 
less efficient, but cheaper, legislative road, largely unopposed by the Con
servatives.ss British unions, stimulated by the growth of female membership 
and feminism, achieved notable legislative gains for their women members 
on equal pay, sex discrimination and maternity leave.89 Nevertheless, given 
the unions' decreasing strength in the 1980s, the lack of commitment of 
many local union officials, for whom equal pay was a minor issue, and 
women's failure to put pressure on management and unions for equal pay, 
the legislation failed to achieve even its own limited objectives.90 Equal pay 
and anti-discriminatory legislation did little to reduce job segregation and 
income inequality. This is not to say that such legislation was useless. The 
effectiveness of laws cannot always be judged in terms of their overt intention 
or immediate political effects. Laws are often made to express collective 
ethical principles, to establish a climate of opinion and the state's disapproval 
of certain discriminatory practices. It compels those who wish to discriminate 
to do so by subterfuge, through technicalities or in defiance of the law. Like 
all the great constitutional principles - liberty, equality, solidarity - anti
discrimination legislation anticipates a future, desirable state of affairs. 

National legislation was usually less effective than the subsequent equal 
pay directives of the European Commission. On the basis of Article I 19 of 
the Treaty of Rome, the European Community adopted binding directives 
which forced all member states to change their national equality statutes.91 

Women's rights were further extended by a number of Court of Justice rulings 
and by the EEC Charter on Basic Social Rights of October 1989 - opposed 
only by the Thatcher administration. 92 The result of all this is that women's 
rights had been enhanced and better protected by a supra-national body 
(originally disdained by most parties of the Left), rather than through nation
ally elected assemblies. 

Equal pay was never a straightforward matter of differences at the work
place. It could help, in some instances, to bridge an overtly wide wage gap 
between men and women doing the same job, but it could not modify the 
overall gap between the earnings of men and women resulting from the 
differences in work experience (men's being lTIOre continuous than that of 
won1en), and from the kind of education received. 93 Women's position in the 
labour market was far more affected by their domestic responsibilities, and 
the conditions under \vhich they entered the labour market, than by direct 
sexual discrimination.Y4 In most instances, cultural factors were the main 
obstacles to parity. 

The gender conflict was part of a relatively peaceful, but nevertheless 
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momentous, social upheaval, a true revolution which forced everyone - not 
only socialists to adjust. Conservatives faced a particular predicament: the 
traditional family they defended was being eroded by the capitalist system 
they staunchly upheld. The parties of the Left, traditionally committed to the 
emancipation of women and their integration into the labour market, were 
faced with a paradox of a different nature. Women were becoming 'productive' 
workers in unprecedented numbers According to socialist ideology, this would 
make them more susceptible to left-wing values. However, women were not, 
on the whole, joining a skilled and highly unionized proletariat, but a de
regulated labour market of the kind socialists had fought against for over a 
hundred years. 

The feminization of the working class, which socialists had always believed 
would shift women's consciousness towards socialisn1, was thus an ambivalent 
phenomenon. Socialists believed that it was necessary to fight alongside 
women workers against discrimination, not only as a matter of principle, but 
also to avoid the formation of a parallel workforce able to undercut male 
employment. The problem, if it was a problem, was that the 'new' lean and 
agile capitalism favoured women workers because they were more Rexible, 
less unionized, could be paid less, and were allegedly more docile. 9S 

Socialists opposed deregulation and fought for equal rights in the work
place, while recognizing that the full realization of such goals would en
danger the competitive advantage of female labour. They were finally taking 
women's demands seriously, but the time was not propitious. In the 19805, 
even modest objectives were more difficult to achieve, because they required 
an expansion in the funding of the welfare state or a stronger regulation of 
the labour market. A growing consensus, supported by the Right, was 
clamouring for state expenditure to be reduced and labour market Rexibility 
to be restored. 

In any case, the minimalist reforms advocated by socialists to make it 
easier for nl0thers to find jobs seemed based on the assumption that the 
problem was to enable women to be in the workplace like men, while little 
else needed to change. Yet, it was becoming clear that the old model of 
welfare capitalism in a regulated full employment labour market was no longer 
valid. The model had been devised when the system of production was 
industrial, the workers were mainly men, fanlilies were relatively stable, and 
women stayed at home as carers or worked intermittently. The situation 
established at the end of the nineteenth century had changed. What had 
occurred then was the rupture of the link between women and paid work. 
This link had existed in rural society and in the first, 'primitive' phase of 
capitalist accumulation, when women went down the mines and worked with 
their children in factories. A new form of family modelled on that of the 
relatively prosperous middle class had become the central cultural model. 
Its foundations were a male producer, separated from his children, and 
transformed into a provider of cash (in exchange for various services), and 
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a female consumer involved in the production of 'unpaid' family services -
in reality, non-tradable services 'paid' by the sustenance brought home by the 
man. To a large extent, modern notions of masculinity and femininity were 
defined by these distinctions and intertwined with more ancient ones. The 
blurring of separate roles and boundaries produced the contemporary period 
of gender conflict. Women (re)entered the world of production, to find it 
had become a male world. At first, working women were compelled to adapt 
to an alienating environment. As their numbers expanded, the workplace 
altered until all participants, not only the women, faced a problem of 
adaptation. At the same time, men too, albeit with fewer problems, began to 
enter a hitherto unfamiliar world, that of supermarkets and consumption.96 

Men, however, were less familiar than women with the complex and bewilder
ing maze of contradictory injunctions which is part of the modern condition. 
In the 1950s, women's magazines urged their readers to be good full-time 
wives and to take advantage of the new consumer goods, which would be 
available to them only if they also worked.97 By the 1980s, new magazines 
urged them to have a successful career, master the intricacies of nouvelle 
cuisine, excel in love-making, look glamorous and be good mothers. Men were 
still expected to be just men. 

This 'male' model of production was a historically determined construct 
characteristic of Europe, Japan and North America. Even in Britain, where 
industrialism began, there was at first a preponderance of female and child 
labour, at least among the unskilled.98 Until the first half of the nineteenth 
century, only a minority of men supported, on their own, their entire family. 
The historical life-span of the 'male model of production' has thus coincided 
with that of the traditional organized labour movement. It can be roughly 
calculated as enduring, from country to country, for between seventy-five 
and one hundred and fifty years. 

The preponderance of male labour is not an iron law of industrialization; 
nor is it a universal stage through which all countries have to progress. It has 
not been a feature of the newly industrialized countries, such as South I<orea 
and the Philippines, Singapore and Taiwan, where women are a majority of 
the industrial labour force. China, the likely dominant producer of the twenty
first century, will probably follow this 'Asian' pattern too. 

The feminization of the working class is a worldwide phenomenon, part 
of what Alain Lipietz has called 'primitive Taylorization'. Specific segments 
of production are transferred from the centre (the old industrialized countries) 
to states where the rate of exploitation is high, wages low, and the working 
day long. Products are then re-exported to the centre. This process occurs 
principally in textiles and electronics, both ideally suited to Taylorist pro
duction: they are labour-intensive; jobs are fragmented and repetitive; there 
is no assembly line; and they require light equipment for a single operator 
- a sewing machine in clothing, and tweezers and a microscope in elec
tronics.99 This labour is overwhelmingly performed by women. For instance, 
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in Malaysia, women carry out 70 per cent of all unskilled work in textiles and 
80 per cent in electronics the industries which provide the country with 
most of its export earnings. tOO Moreover, in Asia women also do most of the 
traditional plantation work: tea, rubber, cocoa and coffee. The men remain 
on the farms, engaging in pre-capitalist work for the home market, or move 
to city slums, and join the unemployed and the new lumpenproletariat. 

Even educational opportunities in many of the newly industrializing coun
tries do not replicate the gender pattern of the West. For example, Western 
engineering faculties are still totally dominated by men, even though half of 
those in higher education are women; while in Singapore, 23.8 per cent of 
female students are studying engineering. 'o, 

Thus, there is no necessary connection between patriarchy, a near-universal 
phenomenon, and the specific modern sexual division of labour in the West. 
Was the malaise of late twentieth-century socialism due, at least in part, to 
its being a Western system so wedded to a specifically Western 'male' pro
duction model as to be unable to extricate itself from it? As a male-dominated 
movement, committed to 'the working class' in the traditional sense, was 
socialism doomed to follow the decline of this model and disappear with it? 
Would this new 'feminized' working class force traditional class issues into 
the background? Have non-class identities overwhelmed older proletarian 
ones? Should socialist parties pay heed to new non-class identities, new issues 
and new politics? These are not questions which can be answered with any 
confidence in what are the early stages of a momentous transformation. 
There are times when it is more important to ask the questions than to 
provide the answers, 

The 'New Politics' 

There are those who claim that class has become a less important factor in 
determining identity, and hence voting choices. Consequently, they say, issues 
have become more relevant to the formation of identities 102 and socialist 
parties should dispose of 'classes' and adopt 'issues'. It does not follow, 
however, that issues should be contrasted with class, unless by 'class' one 
means a group of people welded together by an invariant set of interests. 
Socialist parties (and many non-socialist ones) have often linked issues to 
classes. For instance, in Wilhelmine Germany, the SPD - followed by most 
of the parties of the Second International turned anti-militarism, which has 
no fixed class 'sign', into a class issue by claiming that war was the inevitable 
outcome of capitalist competition. Such examples are common. 

In the 1970S and 1980s, it was not just class which was being challenged, 
but the idea that all political differences could be located on a Right-Left 
spectrum. The time for such dichotomies - it was claimed - was over. New 
issues, beyond both Left and Right, were advanced by young 'post-materialist' 
cohorts, who took it for granted that Western societies had achieved material 
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wealth and well-being. \03 A new individualism, or new 'subjectivity', was said 
to challenge the 'old' parties across the board: representative democracy, 
patriarchy, Atlanticism and commitment to growth. The point, however, is 
that 'Left' and 'Right' are always being redefined, often in response to social 
and political change. , 

As new issues arise, they are taken up by political parties and inserted into 
their existing discourse. Under certain circumstances, being against nuclear 
power or being a pacifist becomes a part of Left identity. How this occurs 
is not always clear. An issue may be generated by a combination of actual 
events, the activities of pressure groups, the influence of the media, the 
disposition of active party supporters, the inclination of the leaders, the 
strength of public opinion. An issue becomes part of the world-view of a 
party only through a complex and continuing political struggle. This is how 
parties commit themselves, perhaps temporarily, to positions which can be 
described as pro-European, anti~war, pro-feminist or pro-Third World. 
Because parties are already located on a Left-Right continuum, new issues 
are taken on board as further signifiers of leftism or rightism (or centrism). 

Issues, however, are seldom 'innocent' or 'above' politics. Some are more 
compatible than others with existing political discourses. For instance, it may 
be argued that pacifism, in the abstract, has no definite Left-Right con
notation, whereas in the specific conditions of the 1970S and 19805 it entailed 
embracing a 'left' view of international affairs. Not many socialist parties, 
especially those in power, accepted such pacifism. Nevertheless, most pacifists 
were on the Left while trying, in order to widen their appeal, to appear as 
'non-patty' as possible. Had nuclear weapons been aimed at right-wing 
regimes, we might have expected to see a different Right~Left alignment. 
Feminism, a 'new politics' issue par excellence, is far more likely to be embraced 
by socialists (and socialism by feminism) than by conservatives. 104 

In the 1970S and 1980s, supporters of pacifism, feminism and ecology 
were mainly on the left of the political spectrum, though that never stopped 
them from challenging socialist and communist parties over ideology, basic 
aims, style, image and organization. They were innovative at a time when 
established left-wing parties appeared to have run out of ideas. The emergence 
of these movements coincided with the transformation of the working class 
sketched above. They appeared to be both the bearers and the symptoms of 
the transition to a 'post-industrial' society. Consequently, many argued that 
socialist parties would do well to widen their appeal to the predominantly 
middle-class supporters of the new social movements, so as to compensate 
for their increasing difficulty in mobilizing a rapidly changing working class. 

In politics nothing is quite as simple as this. New issues did not always 
appeal to existing working-class supporters of socialist and communist parties; 
nor did they attract significant middle-class support. While a movement like 
that of the greens may have drawn its support overwhelmingly from the 
middle class, its supporters represented a very specific sector of that class -
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one which regarded monetary rewards as inadequate recompense for the 
deterioration of the environment. Lower~income groups could not make a 
similar computation: they had just achieved some material well-being and 
had little to give up. As for the majority of the middle classes, they remained 
trapped in a mentality which held that greater personal prosperity was the 
overarching goal. 

For the patties of the Left a complicated balancing act between these 
groups was inevitable. Accounting for votes lost and gained became common
place. For instance, promoting homosexual rights might gain support from 
'post-materialist' activists, but would lose votes elsewhere: as a British Labour 
Party adviser pointed out in the 19805 in a memorandum: 'The gays and 
lesbians issue is costing us dear among the pensioners.'los 

The parties of the Left also had to face the fact that there were 'new' 
social movements of the Right - though these tend to be ignored by those 
writing on post-materialism. Many of these 'righe social movements were a 
response to the activities of those on the Left. Anti-abortion groups, for 
instance, were a reaction to successful pro~abortion campaigns. Religious 
fundamentalist groups may have been against modernity, but they used mass 
rallies, demonstrations, hunger strikes (whose pioneers were the suffragettes 
and Gandhian non-violent anti-imperialists), fax machines and computerized 
direct mailing. These were groups which had been n10bilized using all the 
techniques of the modern age in order to defend tradition. On the whole, 
however, most supporters of the social movements of the Right who agitated 
against further immigration, or on behalf of law and order, or against sex 
education in schools, or for capital punishment remained relatively isolated 
and passive individuals, whose ideas were expressed mainly through public 
opinion polls and whose thoughts were directly articulated by the right-wing 
popular press or politicians. 

The asymmetry is evident. On the one hand, we have socialist parties 
apparently besieged by articulate middle~class campaigners putting forward 
novel ideas which challenge existing conceptions of common sense. On the 
other, we have established political parties of the Right (or politicians within 
them), supported by large sections of the mass media, articulating the ideas 
and fears of 'ordinary' men and women (Le. not middle-class intellectuals). 
In some cases these fears amounted to a well-constructed moral panic. 
Conjured-up images struck a chord: here were honest citizens, many of them 
the self-same workers of socialist lore, entrenched in the privacy of their 
own homes, unable to walk the streets for fear of young hoodlums, the 
proteges of left-wing sociologists, threatened by sexually intimidating feminists, 
imperilled by pacifists willing to let Russian communists overrun Western 
civilization, taxed to death by an exacting and remote state to subsidize the 
lazy and the incompetent. As so often, the caricature reveals the contours of 
a discernible reality. There was always at least a grain of truth in even the 
most extren1e and abusive of the new social movements of the Right. Like 
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those of the Left, they often articulated ideas which were by and large outside 
the agreed consensus. 

It was because the parties of the Left were entrenched in society and to 
some extent aware of, and responsive to, common fears and prejudices, that 
they could not rapidly and wholeheartedly adopt the programmes of the new 
('left') social movements. After all, 'nothing unites them except their organ
izational separation from the labour movement'.106 It was only by selecting 
some of the acceptable ideological strands, recruiting sonle of the activists, 
and discarding the more unconventional 'alternative lifestyle' elements from 
the packaging, that the issues raised by the new social movements were 
injected into the mainstream discourse of the socialist parties. 

A process of this kind was unavoidable. New issues (or, to be precise, 
newly revived issues, for ecologism and feminism predated the I970S) could 
be pushed forward by forceful and determined activists, not 'ordinary' people. 
Nothing new ever comes to the fore unless launched in an intransigent 
manner. Unconventional demands cannot be advanced in conventional terms. 
But these demands, unless co-opted, translated, adapted and transformed, 
would remain marginal. Though often abused, and deen1ed to be terminally 
ill, political patties have thus far remained the only political instrument able 
to transform generic demands for change into legislation. Hence the fraught 
division of labour between new social movements and parties of the Left: 
the former provide new ideas; the latter provide an organization which can 
put the ideas into practice. 

The new social movements of the Left were the product of the maelstrom 
of the 1960s. This is why they are often lumped together. Nevertheless, 
distinctions need to be made. Ecology and feminism - the two most import
ant are loosely structured Inoven1ents seeking to redefine nlentalities. 
Alongside and sometin1es related to them is a plethora of organizations and 
campaigns. Many aspire to the establishment of rights - for instance, for 
homosexuals, disabled people or ethnic o1inorities. Others demand specific 
legislative changes for instance, the abolition of vivisection or the 
elimination of lead from petrol. Then there are self-help groups founded on 
the idea that those who experience a problem (drug abuse, disablenlent, 
discrimination) can organize effectively on their own behalf. Finally, there are 
single-goal campaigns seeking, for instance, the n1aintainance of a service or 
the blocking of a scheme, such as a road project, or the obtaining of justice 
for wrongly convicted criminals. 

On the whole, these activities have not been initiated or even supported 
by established political parties; hence the widely held view that parties were 
dying. In reality, what was moribund was the old socialist idea of parties as 
agenda-setting vanguards. Parties continued to exist, but they responded to 
demands arising elsewhere and became increasingly unwilling (and unable) to 
initiate campaigns then1selves. This is politically quite rational. It is preferable 
to respond to pressure groups once it has become evident that the campaign 
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has political potential and support. Problems arise only when pressure groups 
seek to become parties themselves. 

The Greens 

Of all the new social movements only the greens pursued this path. By the 
late I980s, nearly all West European countries had green parties, but none 
had made a substantial electoral impact. Between 1980 and 1988, the best 
'green' result in Austria was 4.4 per cent of the vote (1986); in Belgium it was 
7.1 per cent (1987) - shared, of course, between the Flemish-speaking Agalev 
and the Walloon Ecoio. In Holland the parties of the Green Progressive 
Accord obtained 5.7 per cent in 1982. In Sweden the Environment Party 
reached 5 per cent in 1988. The strongest greens were in Germany, where 
they peaked in 1987 with 8,3 per cent. 107 

Whatever the ambition of their supporters, green parties were unlikely 
ever to become hegemonic government parties displacing the main parties of 
the Left or the Right. The best they could hope for was either to be strong 
enough to enter a coalition government, and ensure its adherence to ecological 
principles (thus becoming a sort of pressure group within), or to become 
such an electoral threat as to compel existing parties to become more 
environmentally aware. The second strategy was more successful than the 
first. Even as late as 1995, no green party had yet managed to become a 
fully-fledged member of a coalition government in Western Europe. 

The dilemma facing green parties was that if 'their' issues were to become 
an accepted part of the mainstream political agenda, the original reason for 
their advent might evaporate. Integration would become a sign of success, 
not of failure. lOB Thus, even though, as most observers agree, by the middle 
of the 1980s the wave of political mobilization of the new movements had 
ebbed, their themes - environmental protection, equality for women, self
help, decentralization had won a fairly secure slot on the political agenda. l09 

Many of the values of the new social movements could easily be co-opted 
by most parties, not just those of the Left. By the end of the twentieth 
century, no conservative or liberal party would oppose the idea that women 
and men should have equal rights, or that the environment should be 
protected, or that minorities should be safeguarded. Conservative voters in 
rural or suburban districts frequently oppose the construction of an airport 
or a motorway by using the themes, and even the methods, of green activists. 
Under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher, the most radical conservative 
government in Europe, unafraid to battle against the trade unions, felt it 
necessary to pay lip-service to environn1entalism and did nothing to repeal 
the Equal Pay Act or the Race Relations Act. The principle of equality 
before the law was too well entrenched to be disregarded. Differences between 
the Left and their conservative opponents emerged either over specific 
legislation (for instance, abortion), or over the emphasis to be given to specific 
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feminist demands which sought, through state intervention, to redress the 
real inequalities inherited from the past. 

The rise of the greens largely coincided with the development of nuclear 
power. Until their advent, nuclear power was not a contentious issue among 
political parties. Socialist parties and the trade unions especially were, on the 
whole, con1mitted to it, particularly in Sweden, Austria, Germany and Britain, 
which had socialist governments in the 1970S. In Sweden the social demo
crats had become so identified as the party of nuclear power that it lost the 
1976 and 1979 elections largely on this issue. The Swedish Centre Party, 
formerly the Agrarian Party, had taken the lead in the campaign against 
nuclear power. This was sufficient to tip the scales in favour of the 'bourgeois' 
coalition, even though the other parties were pro-nuclear (opportunistically, 
they kept a low profile on the issue). To avoid the fate of his Swedish 
counterparts, Austrian Chancellor Bruno K.reisky held a referendum in 
November 1978, which was narrowly won by the ecologists.110 The idea of 
letting the people decide on this issue was adopted in Sweden by the SAP. 
It skilfully readjusted its strategy, campaigned in favour of the gradual phasing 
out of nuclear power, and was thus successful in the referendum of March 
1980. Thereafter, the issue disappeared from the agenda. The greens did not. 
Calling themselves the Environlnent Party, they entered Parliament for the 
first time in 1988.111 

The initial ambivalence of the parties of the Left towards nuclear power 
was not surprising. The oil crisis had renewed interest in it as a new source 
of energy cheaper and cleaner than most (as long as reactors did not explode). 
Cheap energy was necessary for economic growth. Economic growth was 
essential to end mass unemployment and preserve the welfare state. This 
commitment to growth had provided the trait dJutliofl with pro-capitalist parties 
and a basis for the great post-war consensus. The commitment of working
class parties to the industrial society, without which they and the working 
class would not exist, n1ay suggest that there was a massive ideological Chinese 
Wall dividing ecologists from socialists. In reality, the two also had much in 
common. The Left was never committed to growth for growth's sake. Had 
that been the case, it would never have fought almost regardless of 
productivity - for a shorter working day, a regulated labour market and 
higher wages. 

The essence of the 'green' idea was that it was necessary to regulate and 
constrain capitalist firms in order to impose SOlne general hence 'collectivist' 

goals, such as a better environment. Ideologically, this was far more 
acceptable to the Left than to the Right. The real supporters of unhindered 
quantitative growth in Western Europe were the partisans of the free market, 
the champions of the 'new' ideology of the 1980s, who held that market 
efficiency could be obtained by using nature's products as if they were 
inexhaustible. I 12 

In 'socialist' Eastern and Central Europe, ruled by comn1unists until 1989-
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91, environmental destruction was far more pronounced than in the capitalist 
West. In their determination to 'catch up', they had pursued growth, un
trammelled by democratic or popular control. Capitalism as a world system 
established a pattern of growth which other countries were forced to follow. 

What made a difference, in ecological terms, and protected the West better 
than the East (and the Third World, where the West dumped some of its 
own environmental problems), was not capitalism as such, but the regulatory 
system imposed on it. This system, like the laws protecting labour, was not 
the result of the 'spontaneous' workings of capitalism (whatever these may 
be), but of the political struggle between Right and Left. Traditionally, the 
Left favoured ecological issues when a clear class element was involved. 
Thus, for instance, socialists took an environmental stance in the long struggle 
for improving working conditions in factories and in specific campaigns such 
as the 1932. mass trespasses on the Duke of Devonshire's grouse moors, 
which led to the establishment - by a Labour government of national 
parks in England and Wales in 1949.113 

In practice, however, socialists appeared more interested in quantitative 
than in qualitative growth. The greens were more in tune with the rapidly 
developing post-Fordist Zeitgeist than the traditional parties of Left or Right. 
Such a Zeitgeist, however, was still that of an elite of 'post-modern' intellectuals, 
who scoffed at the conception of progress as a remnant of eighteenth
century rationalist thought. Most ordinary people expected things to get 
better, as they had done for most of their lives. They were prepared to 
acknowledge the importance of the environment to any pollster, but failed 
to exhibit diminishing enthusiasm for the artefacts of the consumer society. 
At most, by 1980, they might take their empty bottles and old newspapers 
to their local recycling centres in their Volvos or Fiats. This understandable 
equivocation was echoed by parties of Left and Right all promising a 
growing economy with no adverse environmental effects. 

The oil shock had helped the ecological movement. The crisis created a 
public awareness of the finite state of world energy reserves and the im
portance of conservation. However, the idea of zero growth - launched by 
conservative associations such as the Club of Rome - appeared even more 
'reactionary' during the recession of the 19705, when growth rates tumbled 
and unemployment increased. Thus, there was nothing surprising in the 
position adopted by the PCF at its Twenty-second Congress in 1976 which 
explicitly rejected the idea of croissance zero, seen as preparing for a future of 
penury and restrictions. 114 Georges Marchais' claim that 'growth is necessary 
to meet the requirements of social and national progress' was not some 
communist idiosyncrasy, but an idea firmly held by most social democrats. In 
1971 Anthony Crosland had branded ecologists as middle-class elitists who 
were indifferent to the needs of ordinary people, and who preferred to 
defend rural peace rather than do something about urban decay,lIS Four 
years later, in the middle of the energy crisis, he was unrepentant. 116 In 
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conversation \vith Brandt and I<reisky, 010f Palme quite candidly declared 
that rescuing 'industrial society' was the proper task of socialists. 117 

The initial vacillation of the Left over ecological issues reflected the political 
ambivalence of the green movement itself. As Anna Bramwell has shown, 
the ideological underpinning of the ecological movement has shifted through
out its multifaceted hundred-year history. In the intellectual ancestry of 
modern greens, we find co~existing the themes of reverence for rural life, 
respect for nature, pre-industrialist values, mysticism, anti-urbanism, holistic 
culture, Ronlanticism, anti-rationalisnl, as well as social Darwinism, vitalist 
philosophy, eugenics, !(ropotkinite anarchism and technophilism. 118 Pro
ecologists like David Pepper concurred, detecting at the roots of English 
environmentalism a complex web of contradictory elements, including the 
mythopoeia of William Blake, the reactionary Romanticism of Thomas Carlyle, 
and the scientific approach of Malthus and Darwin. 119 

Environmentalism had also been a distinctive ideological trait in German 
National Socialisnl. Some of its leaders even shared some of the values of 
contemporary proponents of alternative lifestyles: Adolf Hitler and Heinrich 
Himmler were vegetarians; Rudolf Hess was a homoeopath and a naturist; 
Walther Darre, the minister of agriculture (I933-42.), devoted his last two 
years in office to campaigning for organic farming. The regime passed anti
vivisection laws, supported rural conservation, and was the first country in 
Europe to institute nature reserves. 120 Being fundamentally anti~capitalist, the 
greens could turn to either the socialist Left to redefine 'progress', or the 
reactionary Right to defend pre-capitalist traditions. 

Even the present-day German green movenlent the n10st influential in 
Europe - was conservative in its early stages. One of the first green groups 
in Germany was the Griine Aktion Zukunft (GAZ), led by a former CDU 
politician Herbert Gruhl, author of A Planet is Plundered, a bestseller in 1975.121 

Only when the greens formed themselves into a party to fight the 1979 
European elections did the former activists of the student movement join in 
sufficient numbers to push the organization well to the left. 12l 

As soon as they had become a party, the greens found themselves divided 
into two factions, the intransigent fimdis, or fundamentalists - who refused 
to enter into an alliance with the SPD - and the more accommodating rea/os, 
or realists. The greens thus replicated the great debate on participation in 
bourgeois governments which perturbed the social-democratic movement at 
the turn of the century. Fundi's such as Rudolf Bahro, a former East German 
dissident expelled from the DDR in the 1970S, declared that 'the working 
class forms a second industrial class alongside the bourgeoisie', that the 
trade unions 'belong to the most conservative forces in society\ and that the 
greens should look forward to the disintegration of working-class organ
izations. 123 Another leadingfimdi, the charismatic Petra I<elly, announced with 
glee that the SPD was 'fully washed-out' .124 A ferocious internecine struggle 
ensued, resulting in the rout of the fltndis. 125 The rea/os set up coalitions with 
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the SPD, notably in the social democratic stronghold of Hessen where the 
leader of the rea/os, Joschka Fischer, became minister of the environment 
(1985-87). Eventually, the greens, like others presuming to break the mould 
of the political system, became more obsessed with electoral politics than 
their better established rivals. This is hardly surprising; the 5 per cent of the 
vote required to obtain representation in the Bundestag was bound to prey 
on the mind of a party perpetually on the verge of extinction. 

The German Greens were in fact more red than green: the themes of 
participatory democracy, anti-hierarchical values, egalitarianism, women's 
rights, ending unemployment, a social wage, nationalization of steel, anti
NATO and anti-Americanism loomed larger than specifically ecological cam
paigns. 126 They fought more against nuclear missiles than against nuclear 
reactors. This is why post-materialist claims that 'the ideological composition 
of the Green Party's programme cannot easily be placed on a left-right 
continuum', are puzzling and unconvincing. 127 Ecologists in Germany and 
elsewhere were often the New Left of the 1960s in green clothes. 

It took electoral defeat to propel the SPD toward embracing an ecological 
strategy (see chapter 23). Traditionalists within the SPD thought that eco
logical politics would alienate a considerable segment of the workers, without 
making compensating inroads into the middle classes. The 'modernizers' 
assumed that by embracing ecology the SPD would establish a more positive 
image with younger generations, without losing touch with their traditional 
supporters. Yet it became apparent that any 'Rirtation' with left-libertarian 
causes reduced socialist electoral support.128 

The German Greens broke the monopoly of the three main parties (CDU
CSU, SPD and FOP) in the Federal Republic, winning seats in all Lander but 
two by 1992.. However, they were never able to be more than an effective 
protest party.129 The red-green coalition in Hessen was voted out of office 
in 1987, after only fourteen months in power. I3O In the Saar and in North 
Rhine-Westphalia, the Greens were soundly defeated in 1985. In 1989 Otto 
Schily, one of the ablest Green parliamentary leaders, who had played a 
prominent part in revealing the shady financial side of the Flick affair, defected 
to the SPD.131 After German unification, the Greens suffered a real setback 
in the western part of the country where they failed to reach the 5 per cent 
barrier in the 1990 election. They did not collapse and recouped most of 
their losses in October 1994. After 1990, with the fimdos utterly routed, 
moreover, red-green coalitions became acceptable, as in the Rhineland
Palatinate. In Bremen and Brandeburg even the FD P joined in a coalition 
with the Greens and the SDP. The Greens had thus become fairly well 
integrated into the mainstream of the Gennan political system. 132 

The green cause was not tied to the fate of the Green Party. The SPD, 
spurred by the Chernobyl disaster, by its failure to regain office after 1982., 
by pressures from its own activists, and by a shift in public opinion, adopted 
a policy aimed at the gradual winding down of nuclear power (Nuremberg 



WORKERS, WOMEN AND GREENS 

Congress in August 1986). As we have seen with the Swedes and the 
Austrians, this 'greening' of socialist parties occurred elsewhere. Other parties, 
notably the pel and the British Labour Party, followed the same trajectory. 

The ecological question represented a major challenge to industrial society 
and hence to both Left and Right. The problem was truly global; it could 
not be resolved by the simple expedient of exporting it to the Third World. 
A dense network of Indian or Chinese nuclear reactors would stimulate the 
economic development of these countries, but would present a potential 
threat to the entire planet. Once the question had emerged as a serious one, 
no party could afford to ignore it. The issue was eminently co-optable. Free 
marketeers could use the market mechanism, by asking that the polluters be 
made to pay ecological taxes - a seductive proposal endorsed by many on 
the Left. Firms competed to produce 'green' and recycled products. The 
Achilles' heel of the movement, however, was that the greatest polluters 
were the people themselves: their plastic bags, their battery-powered gadgets 
and, above all, their cars. 

The political challenge of the greens was never sufficiently strong to cause 
a real crisis in West European socialism. At most, they were only one of the 
challenges social democrats faced in the 1970S and I 980s.133 Where the greens 
did not present a major electoral challenge, as in Britain or France (except 
at the odd European election), all socialists needed to do was to adopt more 
overt environmental policies than their conservative counterparts. Outside 
Sweden in 1976 and 1979, no electoral contest was ever fought on ecology. 

Elsewhere, after the nuclear power issue had been defused, the advance 
of the greens represented a net loss of electoral support for the socialist 
parties - as in Germa9Y or Sweden - precisely because the greens were a 
left-wing party. Socialists (or, in Italy, communists) faced a dilemma. Should 
they absorb green demands in order to eliminate the greens as a party and 
inherit their electorate? Or should the Green Party be accepted as a potential 
ally and coalition partner? The first route was obviously the most profitable, 
because it did not pre-empt the second and could even be a precondition for 
it. Socialists were then, almost inevitably, forced into the business of co
opting demands originating elsewhere. It is not because of electoral losses or 
the collapse of the industrial working class that one can talk of a 'crisis' of 
socialism. It is because the socialist movement was forced to renew itself by 
going outside its own traditions and re-examining its own basic values. 

The Presence of Women 

This process of renewal was - at least in part - visible in its riposte to 
feminism. Socialists, the inheritors of a certain liberal-democratic and - except 
in Britain - anti-clerical tradition, may have had fewer inhibitions about 
policies concerned with sexual freedom than their conservative counterparts 
who, at least in continental Europe, were often Christian democrats. Never-
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theless, the need to be genuinely popular parties stopped them from enthusi
astically embracing any form of sexual radicalism such as easy divorce, free 
and legal abortion, sex education, equal treatment for homosexuals, or birth 
control. One of the effects of the 1960s generation and the advance of 
feminism was to push socialists (and not only socialists) towards a fuller 
acceptance of the new sexual politics. 134 That the main terrain on which this 
shift took place should have been the issue of abortion was mainly due to 
the feminists themselves who, ip the 19705, made it the 'indispensable plank 
of contemporary feminism',135 

This suggests that the agenda of the left-wing parties on women's issues 
was often determined by the pressure of active feminists, rather than by a 
mass feminist movement. In Spain, for instance, there was no mass movement 
at all, and the political and cultural gap between feminists and 'ordinary' 
women was wider than usual. l36 Yet these Spanish feminists so obviously 
represented what the new Spain aspired to - namely, 'modernization' and 
'catching up with Europe' - that the PSOE strengthened its image by adopting 
many of their demands. Once in power, the PSOE eliminated discriminatory 
practices in the labour market, introduced maternal and parental leave, equal 
opportunities, child-care arrangements, sex education in schools, new laws 
on the family, illegitimacy and divorce. Spain was effectively catching up - as 
were Portugal and Greece,137 A similar development was occurring in Greece, 
where PASOK took up feminist demands even though there was no sizeable 
feminist movement. With the exception of Ireland - where neither of the 
main parties was socialist a legal termination of pregnancy was available to 
women, usually free of charge, though the terms of legislation varied from 
country to country. 

The response of the parties of the Left throughout Europe was always 
more sympathetic than that of the Right. The chief constraints were electoral, 
namely the fear that voters would find the legalization of abortion so dis
tasteful that they would swing behind the conservative parties. The evidence 
that abortion was a 'Left' issue was overwhelming. 

In Germany the SPD-FDP coalition government passed a law in 1974 
making abortion legal virtually on request. A year later, on an appeal initiated 
by the CDU-CSU, the law was declared unconstitutional by the Constitutional 
Court. The SPD and its Liberal allies responded by passing a more restrictive 
law (1976) making abortion legal up to the twelfth week of pregnancy for 
specified social and medical reasons. In practice this meant that a woman 
wishing to obtain an abortion had to find sympathetic counsellors or doctors 
and, generally speaking, these were more readily available in areas under left
wing influence, such as Frankfurt, than in those dominated by the Christian 
democrats, such as Bavaria. 

In Holland, abortion became available virtually on demand after 1973, 
with the remaining restrictions being repealed in 198 I. In Spain and Greece, 
the PSOE and PASOI( were directly responsible for introducing abortion 
r~form.138 
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In Austria, Article 144 of the penal code, which criminalized abortion, 
was abrogated in 1972. by the SPO government and a new law passed in 1973 

the only piece of legislation sufficiently controversial to break the traditional 
political consensus between the two largest parties. 139 In Britain, the TUC 
organized an official demonstration against a Conservative attempt to restrict 
abortion rights. It was 'the largest union demonstration that had yet been 
held for a cause which lay beyond the traditional scope of collective 
bargaining'. 140 

In Italy, abortion was legalized in June 1978 after a lengthy parliamentary 
battle principally conducted by the PSI and the PCI against Christian demo
crats. The pursuit of a 'historic compromise' with the DC had not deflected 
the communists, though they hesitated before throwing their full weight 
behind the abortion campaign (as they had done during the previous divorce 
campaign). They had seriously overestimated the traditionalism of Italian 
women and the power of the church. Even though Berlinguer, in 1972, had 
declared that 'the woman question has become one of the central questions 
of the nation', he was genuinely worried at the prospect of antagonizing the 
Catholics and was convinced that the Left would lose the abortion referen
dum.141 In fact, the pro-abortionists won with a handsome majority: 68 per 
cent. Later, Berlinguer admitted that he had 'underestimated women. We 
won thanks to them. We have to realize that today they have become a 
leading force.'142 The resulting legislation on paper at least was one of 
the most progressive in Europe in terms of the principle of the woman's 
right to choose.1 43 

Abortion had been constructed as a specifically fetninist issue, even though 
it also enabled men to evade their responsibilities and did little to modify the 
in1balance of power between the sexes. Its legalization was of benefit to 
women, who were no longer forced to resort to illegal and dangerous 
interventions. By asserting the rights of women over their own bodies, and 
stressing the central importance of individual choice over social or collective 
responsibility, abortion reform was perfectly compatible with the spirit of 
the 1980s and in harmony with the ideology of individualism, which was at 
the root of the rediscovery of the market. Of course, it does not follow that 
socialist parties should have opposed abortion reform: upholding individual 
rights has never been the prerogative of liberals. Abortion reform may not 
have been a specifically 'class' issue, but socialist parties, as we have seen, 
had always fought for universal and civil rights. The hesitation of the parties 
of the Left was due to electoral calculation, not ideology. The issue did not 
involve the jettisoning of any particular socialist idea, outdated or otherwise. 
Socialist parties could be as anchored in the past as they wished, while 
fighting vigorously for abortion. Moreover, most civil rights legislation 
abortion reform, divorce, abolition of capital punishment, homosexual rights, 
etc. - did not cost very much. The effect of these reforms was to 'clean out' 
frotn present-day society some of the relnnants of the old order, the no 
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Table 22.7 The representation of women in politics, 1975-92 

'Yo of women Percentage of women elected as deputies 
elected in lower 
chamber, 1975 Year In lower In main party In main party 

chamber of the Left of the Right 

Austria 7.6 1990 21.9 SPG 2.6,3 GVP 11.7 

Belgium 6.6 1990 9.0 Soc 10.0 CVP 14·0 
Denmark q.6 1990 33.0 Soc Dem 34.8 Cons 2;.; 

Finland 2.3.0 199 1 ;8·5 
France 1.6 1988 5·7 PS 6.; RPR 6·9 
Greece 2..0 1990 5 ·3 PASOK 4.8 ND 5·3 
Holland 9·3 1989 27·3 PvdA 32·7 CD 18·5 
Italy 3.8 1992 8.0 PDS 20.6 DC 4. 8 

Norway 15·5 1989 ;6.0 Labour 50.8 Cons 1.9·7 
Portugal 8.0 199 1 7.6 

Spain n/a 1989 13·4 PSOE 18·3 PP 9·3 
Sweden 2.1.4 1988 ;8.1 Soc Dem 40.0 Mod 27.0 

UK 4. 2 199 1 6.8 Labour 10·4 Cons 4·6 
W. Germany 5.6 1990 2.0·5 SPD 2.7. 2 cnu 1;.8 

Source: Table constructed on the basis of data in Paula Snyder, The European Women's Almanac, 
Scarlet Press, London 1992., and in Joni Lovenduski and Pippa Norris (cds), Gender and 
Party Politics, Sage, London 1993, pp. 94 and 19I. The 1975 data are based on Aglaia Paoletti, 
'La presenza femminile neUe assemblee parlamentari', II Politico, Vol. 56, no. l, 1991, pp. 
85-8. 

longer relevant encrustations of the world of yesterday. Much of this was 
part of the indispensable task of modernization, but it was largely irrelevant 
from the point of view of capitalist accumulation. 

Once this campaign was over, no other general feminist issue of wide 
public impact took its place. Feminists had come to accept that their goals 
could only be realized if women were present in adequate numbers in all the 
institutions of society. The issue of representation came to the fore largely 
because of the objective fact that an increasing number of women qualified 
to fill positions of power and influence \vere denied access to them, either 
as a result of direct and indirect discrimination, or through the unconscious 
reluctance of women themselves to seek power with the single-mindedness 
exhibited by men. 

The substantive difference between a campaign for abortion reform and 
one for increased representation was that the goal of the former was an end 
in itself, while the goal of the latter was a means to achieve an end. The 
former addressed itself to all women, the second only to those willing and 
qualified to obtain positions of power and influence. 

This was not the issue facing most ordinary women, who had relatively 
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recently entered the labour force or were working in the home with no 
prospects. An increasing number of women faced a situation in which the 
disintegration of the traditional family, far from offering liberation, forced 
many of them into the exhausting double task of raising children and earning 
a living. For these women, the issue of a more equal balance between men 
and women in government, Parliament, company boards, the press and 
universities could not have the compelling and justifiable force it had for 
their more privileged counterparts. As some women acquired advantages 
hitherto confined to men, new differences emerged within the 'class' of 
women. Feminists had constructed the category of women, as socialists had 
constructed that of workers: as an undifferentiated social category. Now they 
had to take into account the fact that different women faced different forms 
of oppression and were affected differently. 

Institutions were bound to be modified by the greater presence of women. 
But the impact would be reciprocal. Whether feminists or not, as they entered 
these male preserves, women would accept, at least in part, their ethos and 
practices, All 'professionals' are to some extent gatekeepers in charge of 
institutions. Their task is to ensure that only those who are similar to 
themselves are let in - hence the overarching continuity of organizations and 
the immense task confronting all those who wish to change them by taking 
them over. 

The argument for fairer representation for women was none the less ex
ceptionally strong, though not an entirely novel idea. In 1920 Lenin urged the 
Bolsheviks to 'elect more women to the Soviet, both Communist women and 
non-party women ... The Proletariat cannot achieve complete liberty until it 
has won complete liberty for women.,144 Seventy years later, there was still a 
considerable way to go, and not just in the Soviet Union - by then nearing 
its end. Table 22.7 shows how serious was the imbalance in political represen
tation, but also demonstrates how much better women fared in the parties of 
the Left (except in France, Belgium and Greece). At first sight these data 
confirm familiar stereotypes. Women do better in Protestant Europe, where 
social democracy is well entrenched, than in Southern Europe. Ho,vever, they 
do better in Italy than in Belgium, and worst of all in France and Britain. 
Nordic countries do not only have a history of social progress on their side, 
but also elections based on party lists and proportional representation. 

Electoral systems are, in fact, a key determinant of the size of female 
representation, as the example of Italy illustrates. In 1987, eighty women 
were elected to the 630 members of the Italian Chamber of Deputies, 
including forty-four who had been on the PCl's electoral list (the party had 
urged its disciplined supporters to vote for them, thus contributing decisively 
to this advance),145 

In 1992, only fifty-two women were elected to Chamber (including twenty
two for the Democratic Party of the Left, the former Communist Party). 
This drop was due to a modification in the electoral system, which had 
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reduced from four to one the number of preference votes electors could use 
to select candidates from within their party's list; this favoured the better 
known politicians, who were overwhelmingly male. 146 

In 1994, ninety-six women were elected, more than ever before, and half 
of them under the banner of the Left. What determined this massive increase 
(over I992)? The elections had been fought under a new system in which 
one-quarter of all deputies (I 5 5) would be elected by proportional repres
entation of party lists, and the remaining 475 on the basis of a plurality in 
individual constituencies. In the constituencies women obtained only 10 per 
cent of the available seats (i.e. forty~four seats), but they did extremely well 
in the much smaller party list section, where fifty-two women (nearly one
third of the total) were elected. Why? Because the new legislation established 
that each party list had to alternate men and women.147 

Thus, electoral systems, parties and a favourable climate of opinion deter
mined the electoral success of women even where there was no strong 
independent women's movement. 148 The greatest progress achieved in this 
area was in Norway after Gro Harlem Brundtland, the leader of the social
democratic DNA, became prime minister in 1986. She proceeded to appoint 
a cabinet in which nearly half the ministers were women. This established a 
pattern: the two governments (one non-socialist) which succeeded that of 
Brundtland after 1989 had a similarly high proportion of women cabinet 
ministers. 149 Other Norwegian parties followed in the DNA's footsteps, when 
Anne Enger Lahnstein became leader of the anti-BEC Centre Party in 1991 
and another woman, J<aci Kullmann-Five, took charge of the Conservative 
Party. There is no simple explanation for the prominence of women in 
Norwegian politics. They were not particularly prominent in other spheres: 
women had only 24 per cent of the seats of the General Council of the 
Confederation of Trade Unions, 10.9 per cent of the senior posts of the civil 
service, 7.2 per cent of academic chairs, and 3.3 per cent of senior positions 
in business. ISO 

There is no solid evidence linking a strongly feminist climate of opinion 
to parliamentary representation. A study comparing Germany, where women 
were relatively well represented, and the U!< shows that 'virtually no one in 
Great Britain and West Germany approves of women working full-time when 
there is a pre-school child in the family.'151 A study based on a 1983 Euro
barometer survey concluded that between 2.5 and 50 per cent of West 
European women could be termed 'feminist'. In Italy, France and Belgium, 
where women were poorly represented, women came out on top of this 
feminist league, with British women at the bottom, well behind Ireland. 152 

'Climate of opinion' on matters like sexism are difficult to assess seriously. 
Gisela !(ap]an cites the 1983 Men and Women of Europe BEe survey, where 
Greece scores very high marks on feminism because - contrary to anecdotal 
evidence and common stereotypes - 50 per cent of Greek women and men 
declared that the best division of roles within the family was equal-gender 
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sharing.153 Yet Greek women are less well represented in Parliament than in 
any other country else in the EC. 

There is also no clear positive correlation between the number of women 
in Parliament and the extent of legislation favouring women. In Greece, for 
instance, the pitifully small nun1ber of women in Parliament contrasts sharply 
with the remarkably progressive legislation which characterized the PASOI< 
government throughout the 1980s.154 The legislation defending the rights of 
women in France or Britain is no worse and in many respects better than 
that of other European countries, even though there are relatively few women 
in the Assemblee nationale or the House of Commons. 

As Gisela J<aplan has observed, the relative wealth of countries is a not 
insignificant factor in the progress of women; 'social engineering takes 
money.'155 Northern Europe is richer than Southern Europe. Civil rights may 
be cheap, but domestic appliances, health care and child-care, good schools 
and universities are not. Wealth may not necessarily be the decisive element 
in the progress of women, but it does create the conditions for further 
emancipation and equality. Once again, socialist determination without a solid 
economy cannot deliver the goods. 

To satisfy the growing demand for parity from politically active women, 
short-cuts had to be found. The usual route was to institute quota systems. 
This left unanswered the issue of whether the women so selected or elected 
actually 'represented' women.156 In the 19805 and 1990s, political parties 
became virtually the only institutions willing to establish compulsory quotas 
for women. The British Labour Party for many years had a 'women's section' 
in the National Executive Comnlittee, consisting of five seats (less than one
sixth of the total). Further quotas were later established, including one for 
the shadow cabinet. 1s7 In 1988, at its Munster Congress, the SPD competing 
with the Greens for the votes of younger women - approved a Fraueflquote 

plan to bring the representation of women to 40 per cent at all levels of the 
party organization and in Parliament by 1994. Quotas were intended to apply 
for a twenty-five-year period, on the assumption that positive discrimination 
would then no longer be required. 158 

By 1993, the overwhelming majority of the parties of the Socialist Inter
national, and quite a few non-socialist parties, had established a minimum 
quota for women usually 30 or 40 per cent either in the party organization 
or in the candidates' lists. 159 The prominence of the issue of quotas in the 
1980s coincided with a phase in which support for the women's movement 
had abated. The great civil rights campaigns, legislation on equal pay and 
anti-discrimination, abortion, divorce and family law - these had been won 
virtually everywhere. Other struggles, ultimately of even greater importance, 
such as that over child-care or over the redefinition of work, entailed costly 
reforms at a time when public expenditure was being cut. Quotas were 
cheap and satisfied the advanced battalions of modern feminism. It was a 
dangerous strategy, reminiscent of traditional social"democtatic gradualism: 
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'first we must get into power, then we must play by the rules, then we must 
prove ourselves, then, eventually, trust us, we'll get true socialism.' Parties 
adept at establishing electoral clienteles for themselves can find that the 
incorporation of feminists is not necessarily an expensive operation. In 1983 
the PSOE established the Istituto de la Mujer (the Women's Institute), whose 
task was to invigilate equality policies, run training programmes for women, 
and fund women's organizations. This was part of the creation of a steady 
flow of jobs for women resulting in what is arguably the largest women's 
bureaucracy in Europe (2.28 staff in 1992.), and a budget which trebled between 
1984 and 1990. Yet, in comparison with authentic clienteles (such as farming 
communities), both the budget and personnel involved are puny (though 
there are far more women than farmers).160 Nevertheless, the incorporation 
of feminism into party politics discloses a real problem. Noting the 'drying 
up' of the women's movement, Frigga Haug attributed it to 'the nationalisation 
(Verstaatlichunj) of the woman question a typical result of social~democratic 
reformist politics', and warned that 'It is a political trap to allow one woman 
to rise and enjoy the fruits of the struggle of many ... The state, and a 
~ertain form of politics from above, take control of the women's movement 
by bribing individual members.'161 The fear expressed by Haug was that the 
incorporation of women's demands into the manifestos of socialist parties 
was a concession, often made under external pressure, to win votes or 
members. It did not entail any rethinking of strategy. Because the approach 
was piecemeal, it could be discarded at will and at any time without jettisoning 
the rest of the manifesto. 162 

It is not even certain that the adoption of many of the demands of the 
new social movements was of electoral benefit to the Left. In some instances, 
pro-women policies were overwhelnled by the party's traditional image. For 
example, the French Communist Party always had a higher profile on women's 
issues than any.of the other parties, yet in 1981 it obtained the lowest 
percentage of women voters of any major French party.163 The French 
socialists did far better. This could be attributed to Mitterrancl's pronounced 
sympathy towards feminist issues, or to the party manifesto on the rights of 
women (1979),164 On the other hand, the SFIO (the old pre-Mitterrand 
socialist party), even though it had never exhibited the slightest concern for 
women's rights, always did better than the communists with women voters 

though never as well as de Gaulle who, in 1965, obtained the votes of 61 
per cent of women and 41 per cent of men. 165 However, by 1988 Mitterrand 
had effectively closed the electoral gender gap, though his party - unlike 
most other Left parties - elected proportionately fewer women than its 
conservative opponents (see Table 22.7). 

In Germany, until the late 19605, the CDU-CSU obtained, on average, 10 
per cent more votes from women than from men. In the 19705 and 1980s 
the gap narrowed. In spite of their high profile on feminist issues, the Greens 
did better among men than among women in 1983 and 1987.166 In Sweden 
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the gender gap, which had evaporated in the 19705, reappeared in the 19805; 
proportionately more women supported the Liberals (who campaigned 
strongly on women's issues); in 1991 older women favoured the small Christian 
Democratic Party, while younger ones preferred the Green Party.167 Never
theless, the SAP, because it was the party of the highly feminized public 
sector, had proportionately more women voters in 1985 than the conservative 
and pro-capitalist Moderate Party.168 

In Britain, 'the voting behaviour of women was virtually identical to that 
of men~, with 44 per cent of men and women voting the Conservative Party 
to victory in 1987.169 This, of course, meant that the Labour Party had closed 
the gender gap and was now less unpopular with women voters than it used 
to be.170 It could thus be assumed that there would be a natural generational 
change. As the older, more traditional women passed away, the new cohorts 
would vote for pro-feminist parties. Thus, in the 1987 British elections, young 
women went against the otherwise pro-Conservative trend of the rest of the 
electorate. Labour had a lead over the Conservatives of thirty points among 
worklng-class women between the ages of eighteen and twenty-four. This 
group, however, constituted only 7 per cent of the population, while the 
Conservatives had a twenty-one point lead among young middle-class women 
and a massive one among older middle-class women. 171 Accordingly, the clain1 
that 'women are Labour's natural constituency', was premature. l72 Labour 
Party feminists persevered: the 'policy review' documents published in 1989 
were unusually innovative in their approach to gender issues, prompting two 
feminist writers to remark that the review policies (seemed to exhibit a genuine 
commitment to the particular needs of women. They were dealt with explicitly, 
not in a brief addendum, as had been the practice, but as an integral even 
prominent - part of the main text.'173 

These efforts were not rewarded with votes. In 1992. the gender gap had 
reopened and the Tory lead over Labour among women was 8 per cent 
higher than among men. 174 Women over the age of thirty-five shifted away 
from Labour, even though the party had specifically promised to increase the 
number of women in Parliament and more won1en were in the shadow 
cabinet as recomtnended by Labour feminists. 175 

This new 'conservative' tendency among women was far from irrationaL 
After 1988, while the recession was sweeping Britain, there was a considerable 
increase in the number of women working full-time, while male unemploy
ment continued to rise. The Conservatives may not have been enthusiastic 
supporters of equal opportunities legislation, but did not oppose it and, in 
any case, as we have seen, such legislation did not change the lives of most 
women. On the other hand, the party had been a consistent advocate of the 
deregulation of the labour market. These policies expanded job opportunities 
for women and were therefore 'arguably advantageous for working women, 
even if they were disastrous for working men'.176 

In addition, conservatives, in Britain and elsewhere, have usually been 
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able to present themselves as the party of the family and therefore of 
women. 177 Their appeal was not only of a traditionalist nature. Many con
servative and Christian parties, precisely because they enjoy the support of 
many women, have been more sensitive to women's issues than is generally 
acknowledged. For instance, the Italian Christian Democratic Party, tradi
tionalist on matters of sexual behaviour, family life, abortion and divorce, 
passed a law in 1950 giving protection to working mothers, prescribing 
compulsory and paid leave for pregnant women two months before and 
three months after birth, and ratifying the 1954 ILO Convention on Equal 
Pay earlier than any other European government. 178 The British Conservative 
Party paid attention to women's issues as soon as universal suffrage had been 
achieved. By 192.9 the Tories had taken care to arm themselves 'with a 
catalogue of reforms for women'.179 Other conservative parties reacted to 
feminism by moving with the times. For instance, in Germany the CDU~ 
CSU developed a new policy towards 'modern' women. 180 It no longer 
propagandized a conservative model of women, offering instead a dynamically 
remodelled hybrid: the caring housewife and mother with part-time work. 
The policy, 'ingratiatingly worded in feminist language', was greeted by some 
feminists as 'exceptionally progressive'.181 In Britain, in the autumn of 1991, 
John Major declared his support for Operation 2000, a programme aimed at 
placing more women in top jobs.182 

It is not evident that the adoption of feminist (or ecological) positions 
benefited the parties of the Left electorally, though it is unlikely to have 
damaged any of them. Women, like men, have multiple identities and are not 
necessarily swayed by feminist arguments. In most countries, class, education, 
religion and regions are better predictors of voting behaviour than sex.183 

The idea that the mere adoption of a set of demands would automatically 
detatch a definite portion of the electorate was a fantasy, held only by those 
who could not tell the difference between a market of commodities and the 
political market. Inserting demands in a manifesto few people read does not 
automatically convert the voters. Gender would make a real difference in 
voting behaviour only if gender issues became dominant during an electoral 
campaign. But if a party were to adopt a feminist agenda, would many male 
voters (and traditional women) desert it? In a situation in which elections 
could be won or lost by a few percentage points, it would not be surprising 
if caution prevailed. Thus in Britain, as in many other countries, political 
parties fought elections on conventional issues such as inflation and taxa
tion. t84 Out of 1,031 television appearances by politicians in the 1992 British 
general election only thirty-three were by women, even though, in 'phonenin' 
programmes, 'women' issues such as child-care allowances and nursery educa
tion were often raised. ISS 

Feminism and ecology became typical lip-service issues. Politicians picked 
them up and mentioned them, as if to show goodwill and concern; then they 
were returned to the bottom of the list and attention refocused on 'real' 
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politics. For instance, Bryan Gould, who, in the late 1980s, was regarded as 
one of the Labour Party's leading modernizers, lamented the party's neglect 
of women in his ambitiously titled A Future for Socialism, and added that 
socialists had to recognize that the feminist agenda 'illuminates the whole 
range of political and social issues, whether directly or exclusively affecting 
women'.186 This was the onlY mention of women or feminism or gender in 
the entire book. 

A less striking but parallel ambivalence characterized the 1987 electoral 
campaign of the Italian Communist Party. As Marc Lazar noted, communist 
posters throughout the campaign carried slogans such as 'I vote communist 
in order to elect a woman' and 'Vote for women, vote communist'; yet the 
banner headline of L' Unita reporting the final appeal of the party leader 
Alessandro Natta was 'The workers, before all else'.187 

A similarly equivocal approach was generally taken towards environmental 
issues. After the success of the British Greens in the 1989 election to the 
European Parliament (15 per cent of the vote, but no seats), the two main 
British parties put ecology higher up their agenda. Three years later, during 
the campaign leading to the 1992 election, ecology reverted to its former 
status as a minor issue. 1SB 

The two key issues of the new politics - ecology and feminism - do not 
target a small group of easily identifiable enemies like the capitalists. The 
targets are broad. Which political party could expect wide popularity in 
singling out 'consumers' or 'men' as the opponent to beat? Green politics 
involves a society with different priorities where, for instance, private motoring 
- by far the most formidable source of pollution \vould have to be severely 
restricted. This is likely to be resisted not only by those workers and employers 
involved in production of motor cars, but also by millions of ordinary car 
drivers - often the first generation in history with access to private trans
portation. This is not a constituency any party is likely to antagonize. 

As for feminism, the 'enemy' can only be men Of, rather, the way men of 
flesh and blood come to become 'men'. The real, long-term purpose of 
feminism is not to ensure won1en's access to the world of men, but to 
change this world by changing men and women. This was clearly felt and 
recognized as early as 1979 even by Helmut Schmidt - hardly an uncritical 
supporter of the 'new politics' when he told the Bundestag that 'The 
emancipation of women will only be successful if the traditional world of 
men also changes.'189 It was not a situation which could afford great solace 
to many men. A survey conducted in Britain indicates that 'a substantial 
proportion of men with partners who work full-time ... seem to be somewhat 
uncomfortable about it.'190 Many women too felt threatened by feminism. 
The redefinition of masculinity, an inescapable component of the gender 
revolution, meant redefining femininity. Feminism challenged women as well 
as men - as all great feminist theorists of the past, from Wollstonecraft to 
de Beauvoir, have pointed out. The oppression of women by men throughout 
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the whole of recorded history could never have taken place without the 
collusion of women. 

It is abundantly clear from the considerable body of work now available 
that the fundamental obstacle to real equality between men and women lay 
in the persistence of women's conflicting roles as carers and producers. This 
was pointed out more than forty years ago by Alva Myrdal and Viola Klein. 191 

In the short term, even the provision of extensive child-care would not 
resolve the problems. The strength of guilt-inducing cultural patterns, the 
children's own induced expectation that their mothers were the only person 
they could truly rely on, the established pattern of work which prized long 
hours and dedication to the job, all worked against the inclusion of women 

on equal terms with men - in a productive system largely determined by 
an established division of labour.192 For instance, between 1974 and 1979, 

Sweden introduced an advanced system of parental leave, the first in the 
world to allow either parent or both to care for the newborn or for a sick 
child, and a statutory right to reduced working hours.193 Yet it was over
whelmingly women who took advantage of this 'gender-neutral' parental leave 
system.194 Only by changing the meaning of fatherhood, and hence of a 
conception of masculinity more ancient than capitalism itself, can some 
progress be made on the road towards true sexual equality. Effecting such a 
cultural revolution was quite beyond the scope of political parties. They 
played only a marginal role in the democratization of the sphere of intimacy.195 
It is unrealistic to expect these enfeebled organizations to change attitudes 
rooted in the experience of centuries, when they are no longer able to provoke 
any widespread enthusiasm or even to think beyond the next election. 

What socialist parties could legitimately be expected to do, however, was 
to create some of the conditions for the development of genuine equality 
between the sexes. As the old ideal of the full employment of males crumbled, 
perhaps it would be possible to reconstruct the welfare state as 'a welfare 
society' in which women, no longer 'involuntary social exiles' bereft of the 
resources for social participation, could enjoy full social membership on the 
same terms as men. l96 This minimalist assumption, if valid, would redefine 
the tasks of socialists as 'enablers'. Socialists liberate no one; at best, they 
create the possibility of liberation. 

At its origins the socialist movement had the ambition of leading the 
workers towards self-emancipation; one hundred years later, the goals were 
more modest and not centred on workers. The emancipation of the working 
class was no longer seen as a necessary condition for human emancipation. 
The new social movements may not have brought many votes to socialist 
parties; but they brought new ideas. In the long term, ideas are always more 
important than votes. Yet by the end of the 19805, the gloomy prediction 
that socialism had fallen into a deep COOla seemed to have been confirmed. 
The last attempts to inject some further life into the traditional socialist 
agenda ended in failure. These I shall examine in the next chapter. 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

The 1980s: Radicalism in 
its Last Redoubt 

POWER, IT is said, concentrates the mind wonderfully. In government 
political parties perceive the limits of their power. They discover that alterna
tives they previously regarded as available have in fact been foreclosed. The 
unintended results of previous policy decisions compel them to take actions 
they had not planned. To be realistic or pragn1atic is no longer an injunction 
one can choose to disregard. It is in1posed and structured by the constraints 
within which one operates. This reflection is as old as politics itself, but it 
acquired greater significance in the modern age, as that great master of 
politics, Otto von Bismarck, reminds us: 

The pathway a Prussian ministry is able to take is never very wide; the man from 
the far Left, when he becomes a minister, will have to move to his right, and the 
man from the far Right, when he becomes a minister, will have to move to his 
left, and thC1:e is no room in this narrow trail that the government of a large 
country is able to tread for the kind of sweeping divagations of doctrine that a 
man may unfold as an orator or a member of parliament. 1 

Life in opposition is even more frustrating, but those without political power 
at least have the freedom to dream. This may not be much of a consolation, 
however, but in opposition the goal is single, sio1ple and overarching: the 
conquest of power. Policies are not tested for what they actually achieve, but 
in terms of how the electorate or one's own supporters are likely to respond. 
A prolonged period in opposition reduces this freedom of 01anoeuvre. Policies 
which repeatedly fail the test of electoral acceptability have to be discarded. 
The social and economic environlnent and the policies of opponents in 
government render previous plans inadequate or obsolete, forcing an overall 
reassessment. 

For instance, the widespread privatizations which took place in Europe, 
and particularly in Britain, during the course of the 1980s made the Left's 
classic programme of nationalization, and its corresponding model of inter~ 
ventionist economic management, highly implausible. It could be exhumed 
only on the assumption that the entire economic system was about to collapse. 
But no party could present a programme predicated on unforeseeable catas
trophic events. Renationalization ren1ained an expensive option which would 
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merely amount to a return to the stattls qtlO ante. Similarly, it was one thing 
to defend full employment when it existed; another to advocate it when 
there was massive unemployment. 

We saw in the preceding sections how in Holland and Belgium, Sweden 
and Italy, Britain and Austria, France and Germany, socialists and social 
democrats, when in power, had to adapt themselves to the new era of world 
stagflation, interdependence, low growth. By the end of the 19805, all parties 
of the Left - there were hardly any exceptions - went through the most 
dramatic programmatic reappraisal in the entire history of the movement. 

To illustrate this, I shall examine the plans for radical renewal of some 
socialist parties while in opposition. First, I shall analyse the policies of the 
Labour Party in the period 1979-83. This was a phase when the party was 
still reacting to the failures of its policies in government (1974-79), by seeking 
to reform its constitution and ensure that its alternative economic strategy 
would be pursued by a future Labour government. Next, I shall examine the 
ambitious Meidner Plan adopted by the Swedish social democrats the first 
post-war socialist programme aimed at eliminating private control over the 
principal means of production. Finally, I shall consider the German SPD's 
attempt to graft a 'new politics' dimension on to its new 'fundamental 
programme'. Each plan was abandoned either because those who supported 
it were defeated (the Labour Left), or because the opposition to it was too 
massive (Sweden), or because of the unforeseen change to the map of Europe 
and Germany brought about by the Gorbachevite revolution in the USSR. 

In the final chapter, I shall examine the establishment of the new ideo
logical consensus of European social democracy: the neo-revisionism of the 
late 19805 which marks the second historical reconciliation between socialism 
and capitalism. The first, on social-democratic terms, took place after 1945. 
The second represented a compromise on the terms set by neo-liberalism. 
Whether this signals the de facto demise of the socialist movement, or simply 
the end of its pre-history, is something I shall happily leave to futurologists. 
With history, as historians know only too well, you never can tell. 

Rise and Fall of the Labour Party Left 

In May 1979, when Margaret Thatcher entered Downing Street, most Con
servatives were as unaware as the rest of the population that she was to 
preside over the most radical administration in twentieth-century Britain. 
Most governments water down their ideology as they accede to power. The 
new Conservative administration, though it quickly abandoned its original 
strict monetarism, fortified its own wine as it went along. In the course of 
the succeeding ten years, it made the unions weaker and local government 
ineffectual; it deregulated the labour market; reduced income tax to levels 
unimaginable in the 19705; sold most of the state sector to private owners; 
and introduced a semblance of market criteria into the allocation of resources 
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within the as yet unsaleable public sector, including education and health. 
The result was a net distribution of resources from the poorest to the richest, 
achieved with minimal social strife. 2 Much of this, of course, could not have 
happened without favourable circumstances. For instance, British trade unions 
were weakened by the growth in unemployment, not by Conservative laws; 
but had they not become weaker, it would have been harder to pass anti
union legislation. 

Had the Labour Party been in possession of the proverbial crystal ball in 
May 1979, it might have hesitated before conceding to so right-wing a 
government so much of the centre ground by moving rapidly to the left. 
Some left-wing intellectuals sounded an early warning: the government led 
by Mrs Thatcher would, they wrote, shift the ideological climate to the right, 
irrespective of its actual achievements. As Stuart Hall pointed out in a 
pioneering and much quoted article published in December 1978, six months 
before the Tories' historic victory, the strength of Thatcher's political inter
vention was 'partly in the radicalism of its commitment to break the mould 
and not simply to rework the elements of the prevailing "philosophies"'. 3 

This analysis was further developed in the pages of the 'Eurocommunist' 
journal Marxism Todqy, the most influential left-wing publication of the 19805.4 
The Labour Party itself conducted no analyses of Thatcherism; as Michael 
Rustin, a critic of the journal, recognized, 'Such is the thinness of the Labour 
Party's political culture that Marxism Todqy has ... become more or less the 
theoretical organ of Labour revisionism too.'s 

The Labour Left, emboldened ,by the disarray of its internal right-wing 
opponents, agreed with 111arxistt/ Todqy in identifying Mrs Thatcher as a 
dangerous opponent whose aim was to bury, once and for all, the cosy post
war social-democratic consensus between 'one-world' Tories and right-wing 
Labour. It saw no reason for shedding tears. The old consensus was, after 
all, that of capitalism. If Margaret Thatcher was going to radicalize politics, 
the Labour Left would respond with its own brand of radicalism. The class 
struggle, so it was thought, would finally become visible. However, the Labour 
Left did not heed the prognosis of Marxism Today. It refused to accept that 
a new hegemony could not be built on the radical policies of yesteryear. 
New policies were required to cope with the 'New Times' of globalism and 

The iconoclasm of Marxism Todqy was indispensable, but once the ground 
was cleared of old-fashioned leftism, the journal and its followers remained 
unable to go beyond it. They were left trying to unpick from Thatcherite 
discourse the radical bits they admired and hailing them as the harbingers of 
modernity.6 In the manner of modern gurus they noted a trend (post-Fordisn1, 
flexible specialization, or charity events for Third World countries), called it 
'progress', and projected it into the future. By the time the journal folded in 
the 1990s, it had nothing left to say. 

As far as the Labour Left was concerned, 'its' programme had never been 
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given a chance by Wilson and Callaghan. Responsibility for the failures of 
the 1974-79 government belonged to those Labour right-wingers who had 
cut public expenditure, permitted unemployment to rise to unprecedented 
levels, and imposed unacceptable pay restraint upon Labour's core supporters. 
This analysis, though crude, was not entirely vacuous. Few could claim that 
the Callaghan government had been an impressive success. The Labour Left 
acquired unprecedented strength as a direct consequence of the failure of the 
policies pursued by Callaghan and Healey and the electoral defeat of 1979. 

Michael Foot, the Left's erstwhile guide, succeeded James Callaghan as 
leader of the Labour Party in 1980. He had lost some of his aura as a 'pure' 
champion of the Left because of his loyalty to the Wilson and Callaghan 
governments. Nevertheless, his election represented a departure from the 
Callaghan years and a victory for the Left. 

Labour Party activists, overwhelmingly left-wing, became more influential 
than ever, holding the balance of power within the party thanks to a profound 
right-left split within the trade unions. The Transport and General Workers' 
Union, the largest organization affiliated to the Labour Party, was a staunch 
supporter of the Left and played a decisive role in counter-balancing the 
power of right-wing trade union leaders.7 In the 1950S and 1960s, the trade 
unions' block vote could be wheeled out at annual party conferences to back 
the moderate leadership against the Left. By the early 19805, many of the 
unions had grown resentful of the Callaghan-Healey pay policy and refused 
to help the Right. Hence the growing demands by some on the right of the 
party for abolition of the block vote, not so much because it was un
democratic, which it patently was, but because it was unreliable. 

As the remaining source of power still in the hands of the party, Labour
controlled local government became a significant force, especially when run 
by the Labour Left - notably the Greater London Council under I<en 
Livingstone, Sheffield under David Blunkett, and Liverpool, where the Labour 
Party was dominated by the Trotskyist Militant Tendency. 

How did the Left utilize this renewed strength? At the national level, it 
did not advance any new ideas, but preferred to dig up the old Alternative 
Economic Strategy (AES), developed in the 1970S (see chapter 18). Because 
it had remained untested, it had preserved all its allure.s This 'alternative' 
strategy, in spite of the bloodcurdling claims made for and against it, consisted 
in a policy for the expansion of both the public and private sectors through 
selective nationalizations, planning agreements and the regulation of the 
pricing policies of large firms. Import controls - it was thought - would 
allow economic growth to take place without a drastically deteriorating balance 
of payments.9 The AES was conspicuously silent on wages the rock on 
which the Callaghan government foundered except in its advocacy of a 
'national economic assessn1ent' a eupheo1istn for an incomes policy negoti
ated with the unions. This vagueness was repeatedly criticized even by 
supporters of the policy. to 
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Unlike the Swedish employee investment funds, and the SPD's revision of 
the Bad Godesberg Programme (the Berlin Programme of 1989), the AES 
was never widely discussed among trade unionists and party members, in 
spite of the efforts of organizations such as the Labour Co-ordinating 
Committee and the Institute for Workers' Control. Like the Swedish and 
German plans, the AES, though briefly the official policy of the party, was 
never enthusiastically endorsed by the parliamentary leadership. 11 

The Left's analysis was quite simple. The AES would arrest Britain's 
historical economic decline and open the way for socialism. The main political 
problem was not what to do - the AES was the answer to that but how 
to eliminate the obstacles to its implementation. These were of two kinds. 
The first was that the Labour leadership was unlikely to adopt it when in 
power. It was therefore necessary to devise new internal rules to ensure that 
the leadership and the parliamentary party would accept and implement the 
party programme. The second obstacle was the web of international de
pendence that would constrain a future Labour government - namely, the 
European Economic Community and the US-dominated Atlantic alliance. 
Withdrawal from the EEe and disregard for NATO were the solution. The 
AES was to be the last attempt by the Labour Party to develop a socialist 
strategy which required insulating the country from the constraints of the 
international economy.12 

The decision to install Cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe (including 
some on British soil) and to 'modernize' the British nuclear force was opposed 
by successive Labour Party conferences after 1980. This coincided with a 
dramatic revival of the activities of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, 
which had been dormant since the 19605. The 1983 manifesto promised that 
a future Labour government would include Polaris missiles in any nuclear 
disarmament negotiations. The 1987 manifesto promised that Polaris would 
be decommissioned. In fact, Labour's defence policy was in a mess. It moved 
from the 'pure' unilateralism of 1983 to the 'fudged' unilateralism of 1987.13 
In order to please everyone, the 1983 manifesto was simultaneously in favour 
of unilateral and multilateral disarmament. Michael Foot and Denis Healey 
(his deputy leader) offered contradictory explanations. 14 

Ever suspicious that on this and other issues the leadership would not 
comply with the rank and file, the Left proposed that the leader of the Labour 
Party be no longer elected by the parliamentary group, but by an electoral 
college in which the decisive weight would be held by individual members and 
trade unions. It further proposed that the election manifesto of the party 
should be drafted by the National Executive Committee (NEC) - where the 
Left had gained a majority - and not jointly with the shadow cabinet as had 
been established practice. Finally, it suggested that existing MPs would have 
to go through a new process of res election by their local parties before every 
general election. The Left hoped that moderate MPs, as well as the lazy and 
the incompetent, would gradually be elin1inated in favour of left-wing ones. 
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The logic behind these proposals was easily understood. The democrat
ization of the party in effect, a shift of power to the membership - would 
bring about the election of a left-wing leader; the AES, overwhelmingly 
approved, as it usually was, at conference, would be incorporated by the 
Left-dominated NEC into the election manifesto. Members of Parliament 
reluctant to accept this state of affairs would be deselected. This entire 
operation rested on two assumptions: that the trade union movement, whose 
votes determined the politics of Labour Party conferences, would remain 
paralysed between Left and Right; and that the rank and file would always 
support the Left. It had not yet become apparent that though activists cannot 
ensure electoral victory, they can contribute decisively to defeat. IS 

The full story of these plans need not detain us here. They are abundantly 
documented elsewhere. '6 Mandatory reselection was achieved in 1979. This 
was the most immediate cause behind the creation of the Social Democratic 
Party (SDP). The leaders of the Labour Right who spearheaded the SOP -
the so-called 'gang of four': Roy Jenkins, David Owen, Shirley Williams and 
William Rodgers would have been content for things to remain as they 
were, as long as the parliamentary leadership could continue to ignore Labour 
conference decisions. '7 But right-wing dissatisfaction with the state of the 
party preceded mandatory deselection. In his 1979 Dimbleby Lecture, 'Home 
Thoughts from Abroad', delivered when he was still president of the 
Commission of the EC, Roy Jenkins sounded the original clarion call for a 
party of the centre. IS Wider dissatisfaction with the existing state of affairs 
had been expressed by social-democratic intellectuals. For instance, David 
Marquand complained of the growing 'proletarianist' style of the Labour 
Party, 'increasingly at odds with society' and aimed at making middle-class 
recruits uncomfortable, and went on to suggest that the 'social democrats' 
no longer had any business being part of the same movement as the 'socialists' 
- a position many on the 'socialist' wing shared. 19 

A special conference held at Wembley in 198 I took away from MPs their 
exclusive power to elect the party leader. The drafting of the manifesto 
remained in the hands of the leadership. By the end of the year) Tony Benn, 
the acknowledged leader of the Left, came within a few votes of becoming 
deputy leader of the Labour Party: 49.574 per cent to Denis Healey's 50.42.6. 
Benn had obtained 83 per cent of the constituency vote (whose weight in the 
electoral college was 30 per cent), but he lost in both the trade union and 
parliamentary party sections. The Left's analysis of where its strength lay was 
thus confirmed: it had won the overwhelming support of the rank and file 
and the hostility of most MPs. 

To those outside the Labour Party (and even to some inside it), the whole 
affair appeared remote and Byzantine. The unions' consultative machinery, 
the way they cast their votes, the language they spoke appeared to confirm 
Conservative propaganda: these organizations were run by an incompetent 
and ill-organized oligarchy who, far from representing 'ordinary people' as 
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they constantly claimed - behaved in a strange and alienating way. The rank 
and file had an even worse image. To working-class supporters it appeared 
as if the party of Attlee and Bevin had fallen into the hands of ineffectual, 
college-educated militants, commanding an incomprehensible jargon borrowed 
from the communist tradition, pandering to a intimidating lobby of neurotic 
lesbians, holier-than-thou ecologists, puritanical vegetarians and loud-mouthed 
black power activists. To the vast middle classes it looked as if Labour had 
been commandeered by disrespectful proletarians, or, as the Guardian's colum
nist Peter Jenkins insultingly put it, the 'lump en-poly technic'. These arrogant 
and truculent activists, instead of listening deferentially to their relatively 
reasonable leaders - as they had previously done demanded, at a time of 
economic difficulty, massive tax increases to fund a deteriorating \velfare 
state, while giving the unions the run of the kingdom. These ludicrous images, 
beneath which lurked the proverbial grain of truth, were reinforced by the 
media, where the Labour Left had hardly any friends. All daily papers 
supported either the Conservatives or the Labour Right. Television was more 
balanced in its approach, but, as 'balance' meant to be neither left nor right, 
the values it held were those of the centre of the political spectrum precisely 
the place occupied by the Labour Left's most dangerous opponents: the 
Labour Right and the SDp'20 A particularly venomous campaign was waged 
against Tony Benn one of the most interesting Labour politicians of the 
post-war period and, for a while, the 'red bogeyman' of the tabloid press 
though he did not easily fit any of the available stereotypes used to caricature 
the 'hard' Left. Nevertheless, there were repeated attempts to represent him 
as an appropriately maniacal leader of the 'loony' left. Tony Benn was, in 
fact, with the historian E. P. Thompson, one the last representatives of a 
distinguished, if somewhat insular, English radical tradition doomed to dis
appear. 21 

Benn's genuine preoccupation with the democratization of the Labour 
Party and British society in general, his remarkable performances in Parliament 
and on television, his polished skills as a public debater and his sense of 
humour, were more than counter-balanced by poor political judgement and 
frequent inconsistencies.22 This, in turn, was caused by an over-optimistic, 
romantic and quite unwarranted assessment of the desire for socialism of the 
British people, and of the strength and maturity of the labour movement. 

The image of the Labour Party had become so negative and so patently 
an electoral handicap that for years afterwards image-making became a 
distinctive obsession of the party, spreading from the leadership to the entire 
trade union movement and, eventually, to the rank and Ble.23 Well before 
that, however, the tide had began to turn against the Labour Left. 

What I have so far described as the Left should now be reclassified, 
following then current journalistic usage, as the 'hard Left', to distinguish it 
from the 'soft Left'. Initially, the difference between the two was one of 
personalities and styles; the 'soft Left' emerged only when Neil Kinnock and 



THE GREAT CRISIS OF SOCIALISM 

others refused to support Tony Benn for the deputy leadership at the party's 
Brighton Conference in 198 I. As the soft Left moved to the right, the 
differences became more clearly-policy oriented. In 198 I, however, both 'hard~ 
and 'soft' Left agreed on the AES, on nuclear disarmament, on withdrawal 
from the on mandatory res election of MPs, and so on, What distinguished 
the tw'o was that the soft Left was increasingly alarmed at the methods and 
tactics used by the radicals, and particularly at the growing strength of the 
Militant Tendency. This Trotskyist group, well aware that its rhetoric and 
agenda made it totally unelectable on its own, had successfully followed the 
tactics of 'entryism'. It had discovered that it was possible to take over the 
Labour Party more or less by stealth, simply by turning up at local party 
meetings, passing resolutions and accumulating offices. Eventually, through 
mandatory reselection, the Parliamentary Labour Party - so they believed -
would be overwhelmed by MPs loyal to the Militant Tendency. This absurd 
strategy had well-established credentials in the Trotskyist movement and was 
well known to the Labour Party. In 1975, the party's national agent, Reg 
Underhill, had prepared a report warning of the threat to it. Nothing was 
done because the Labour Left, with some justification, saw it as a ploy to 
marginalize the entire Left.24 

Besides the soft and hard Lefts, two further groups need to be identified: 
the social democrats, whose alienation from the party climaxed in the forma
tion of the Social Democratic Party in 198 I; and the traditional Labour 
rught. There were hardly any differences bet\Veen the two on policy. Both 
were in favour of European integration and NATO; both opposed unilateral 
disarmament and all the organizational reforms proposed by the Left. The 
difference was that the social democrats were convinced that nothing could 
be done to stop the Left taking over the Labour Party. History proved them 
wrong. During the course of the 1980s, the soft Left recaptured the party, 
developed its own agenda, isolated the hard Left, made peace with the 
traditional Labour Right, and adopted positions increasingly similar to those 
originally propounded by the SDP. By then, the SDP, whose leadership, much 
praised by the press, proved itself to be politically incompetent, had been 
taken over by its ally, the Liberal Party, now rechristened the Liberal Demo
cratic Party. As for the Labour Party, after its fourth consecutive defeat 
(1992), it became a relatively united force with a coherent ideology, a tTIuch 
improved public image, and a campaigning style far superior to that of the 
Conservatives. 

The year 198 I marked the beginning of the end for the hard Left. Having 
contributed to the secession of the SDP, and alienated those subsequently 
labelled the 'soft Left', it had even failed to rally those sections of the 'New 
Left' which had abandoned the rhetoric of the 19608 and grown closer to 
the Labour Party. Feminists, ecologists, libertarians and the 'Eurocomn1unist' 
faction of the ePGB were less than enthusiastic about the AES, which was 
seen simply as a return to the itatiqtl8 tradition of labourism. Ecology and 
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feminism were still being ignored by much of the hard Left. 25 Nuclear 
pacifism, which was not ignored, predated the 1960s and belonged to Labour's 
radical tradition. 

Criticism of the hard Left had poured in from quarters quite distant from 
the political centre even before the second electoral defeat in 1983. In 198 I, 

the historian Eric Hobsbawm, a communist for more than half a century 
who could hardly be suspected of pandering to social-democratic revisionism, 
warned against the excessive idealization of rank-and-file activities. He argued 
against the belief that the Labour Party could be captured by 'a smallish 
minority' without reference to the masses outside it. He warned against the 
illusion that 'organization can replace politics', the expectation that the 'old 
calls for socialism' would have 'the same resonance as in the past', the idea 
that 'all that stands between us and the next Labour government is a good 
Left-wing programme'. Further, he deplored the secession of the SDP, because 
it represented 'the loss of a significant section of the Left-of~centre middle 
class, which long looked to Labour, and in many cases actively worked for 
Labour ... it potentially represents a significant electoral weakening of the 
Labour Party how much is still unclear'.26 It became clear in 1983, when 
Labour obtained its worst results since 192; - a disaster of such proportions 
that it had not been anticipated even 'by the gloomiest among US'.27 

Feminists too were less than supportive of the hard Left and the AES. 
They were not sinlply objecting to the 'macho' style and language of many 
hard Left supporters. They were also critical of the traditionalism embedded 
in the 'patriarchal' productivism of the AES. Anna Coote remarked that the 
AES had not only failed to take into account changes in the world of work, 
and primarily the increasing role of women in it, but had also overlooked the 
work women did at hOlne and their economic dependency on men. It assumed 
that returning to the full employment of the 19508 - when virtually all men 
and only a minority of women went out to work - was both desirable and 
possible, while it was in fact unacceptable and unrealistic. 'Our starting point 
for an alternative strategy', she wrote, 'might begin with a different kind of 
question, such as "how shall we care for and support our children?" ... in 
the sense not of private domestic choices, but of our collective responsibility 
towards the next generation,'28 It would take more than ten years for this 
kind of thinking to become part of Labour's general agenda. 

By the end of 1982, even the influential rank-and-file group, the Labour 
Co-ordinating Committee (LCC), an organization which had spearheaded the 
constitutional changes within the party, which supported the AES and 
approved of unilateralism, was distancing itself from the hard Left. An LCC 
pamphlet berated the naive 'parliamentarist' belief that all that was required 
was for the leadership to be made accountable to the base in order to avoid 
betrayals,29 It castigated the intolerant view which saw the labour movement, 
narrowly defined as the party and the unions, as the only agent of socialist 
change thus disregarding the new social moven1ents, Finally, it pointed out 
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that though the hard Left appeared obsessed with inner-party democracy, it 
had no ideas on how to democratize schools or the health service or local 
governments. 30 The LCC pamphlet objected to party meetings being domin
ated 'by this endless cycle of resolutions passing upwards and reports trickling 
down. It is a process striking for its entirely internal character.'31 

Thus, the hard Left had not succeeded in establishing support even within 
the wider Labour Left, let alone the party as whole not to speak of the 
electorate. Margaret Thatcher's successful handling of the Falklands dispute 
with Argentina accelerated the crisis of the hard Left. 'The majority of the 
population shared the nationalist fervour which pervaded the country during 
the war. Thatcher interpreted this mood as few other politicians could have 
done. The leadership of the Labour Party around Michael Foot simply 
followed, looking indecisive. The Bennite Left was isolated. 

The Falklands War marked a turning-point in the fortunes of the Con
servative government. Before the war, it was unpopular. After it, Thatcher 
acquired the self-confidence and the international authority she had hitherto 
lacked. Thatcherism, a notion popularized by the Left, had now become a 
successful phenomenon which even a united Labour Party might not have 
been able to stop. For a divided party, it proved impossible. The spectacular 
defeat of the Labour Party at the 1983 general election - one of the most 
severe setbacks ever experienced by a socialist party in Western Europe -
was simply the COtp de grace. The scale of the reverse was openly acknowledged 
by Michael Foot: 'We won fewer seats than at any election since 1935. We 
found ourselves with no MPs in the seventy-seven constituencies in the 
southern region. We lost a record number of deposits and came third, or 
worse, in 292 constituencies.'32 

Labour's campaign had been exceptionally amateurish. Professionalization 
of electoral campaigning and greatly improved presentation in the 1987 and 
1992. elections, however, did not lead to victory. Labour's problems were too 
deep to be resolved merely by better management of its image, as Denis 
Healey explained to the NEe during the 1983 election post-mortem: 'The 
election was not lost in the three weeks of the campaign but in the three 
years which preceded it ... In that period the Party itself acquired a highly 
unfavourable public image, based on disunity, extremism, crankiness and 
general unfitness to govern.,33 

Aspects of this unfavourable image were deserved, but even at its imagin
ative finest Labour was never truly popular. The best example of radicalism 
at work in this period was the Greater London Council, which had been 
taken over by the Left in 198 I. It tried to apply in an ingenious way the AES 
to London's problems, though it never possessed the institutional means with 
which to implement it. The GLC produced an industrial strategy for the 
capital, a 62o-page volume which identified, sector by sector, from the 
furniture industry to Heathrow airport, the various ways in which the de
industrialization of the capital might be reversed. 34 It instituted a London 
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version of the National Enterprise Board, the Greater London Enterprise 
Board (GLEB). It attempted to develop an integrated London transport 
strategy by lowering, in the first instance, transport fares. It developed an 
imaginative cultural policy, which pleased the wider Left intelligentsia. It took 
feminism seriously by developing a research programme into anti-discrimina
tory policy and set up a project for a wider network of child-care. Nevertheless, 
only the lower fares policy, understandably enough, was really popular. In the 
minds of many Londoners, the GLC evoked the negative image constructed 
by the tabloid newspapers: a schen1e to subsidize, at the taxpayer's expense, 
the antics of gays and lesbians. No mass protest followed the Thatcher 
government's decision to abolish it in 1986, along with other metropolitan 
authorities, thus reducing London to the status of being the only European 
capital without an administration, and making Britain one of the most 
centralized countries in Europe. The GLC had even failed to obtain the 
support of the Labour leadership because its leaders had been unwilling to 
side with Foot's successor, Neil Kinnock, in his battle against the hard Left. 

This battle had become the paramount preoccupation of the new leader
ship. The story of the party fronl 1983 until 1987 and beyond was essentially 
the story of the successful campaign against the hard Left conducted by Neil 
Kinnock. It was symptomatic of the profound crisis of the Labour Party that 
so much time and effort had to be expended by a major party of the 
European Left to get rid of a rather unsophisticated Trotskyist sect, able to 
count on no more than a few thousand members. It is equally symptomatic 
that Kinnock's major achievement, 'the bravest and most perceptive act of 
his leadership', was his successful attack on the Militant Tendency at the 
party's Annual Conference at Bournemouth in 1985.35 I<.innock had two 
purposes: to reassert the authority of the leadership, which had been in
creasingly challenged by the rank and file; and 'to reassure frightened electors 
by refurbishing Labour's image as a respectable and pragmatic party,.36 
Paradoxically, K..innock was helped in his task by Arthur Scargill, the leader 
of the National Union of Mineworkers, who led his union in the most 
disastrous strike in post-war British history (1984-85). Kinnock could not 
possibly have distanced himself from the strikers, whose attempt to stop 
mining pits (and villages) from being closed down evoked deep sympathy in 
the broad labour movelnent. He refused, however, to identify himself closely 
with Scargill.37 But the failure of the NUM brought home to Labour sup
porters how dangerous it was for any political party to entrust its destiny 
and its wider electoral goals to particular interests under a leadership it could 
not control. The defeat of the miners signalled the defeat of the 'hard' trade 
unionism which had prevailed hitherto. It was the signal for Kinnock's 
counter-attack. 

Between 1983 and 1987, Tony Benn and his followers were ousted from 
all positions of power; some, however, joined the soft Left, as did most of 
the left-wing Tribune group of MPs and the Lee. After 1987, all the 
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distinctive policies which had been adopted between 1979 and 1983 were 
eventually abandoned: anti·Europeanism, state ownership, high levels of 
income tax, and the Alternative Economic Strategy. The NEC finally dropped 
unilateralism on 9 May 1989- Eight of its members voted against this decision, 
including Tom Sawyer (one of the architects of the review process), David 
Blunkett and Margaret Beckett - all protagonists of the 'new look' Labour 
Party of the early 199os.38 Underpinning this 'review' process, as it was called, 
was the growing expansion, not just in Britain but throughout Europe and 
the rest of the world, of a new market ideology. 

The defeat of the Labour Left had been inevitable. It was not due to its 
excessive radicalism, but to its profound conservatism. Its strategy was 
predicated on a concept of national sovereignty which was no longer relevant. 
This strategy assumed that a majority in the House of Commons led by a 
trustworthy leadership (one which would not 'betray' the movement) was all 
that was required to implement a left-wing programme. Much followed from 
this assumption. In the first place, the existing electoral system had to be 
preserved at all costs, for it was ideally suited to award a majority of seats 
to a party with 40 per cent or so of the electorate. Secondly, no constitution 
or bill of rights \vould be necessary. This would simply strengthen the power 
of judges and further limit a Labour government. An absolute Labour 
parliamentary majority would be a better protector than the judiciary of 
individual and collective rights. This attitude, far from being peculiar to the 
Labour Left, was characteristic of the entire party, having been endorsed by 
Anthony Crosland and, later, Roy Hattersley.39 Tony Benn~ on the other 
hand, while defending the existing electoral system on pragmatic rather than 
principled grounds, was a consistent proponent of a wider democratization 
of the British state and a written constitution.40 Thirdly, as British sovereignty 
in all its aspects had to be preserved, the transfer of powers to the European 
Community had to be blocked and the process of British integration had to 
be reversed. In this way Britain would 'plan its trade' (how is unclear, as it 
takes at least two to trade) and, if necessary, impose import controls. The 
rest of the world would presumably just submit meekly, as when Britain 
ruled the waves. Finally, by disarming unilaterally, the country would provide 
the two superpowers with a stunning moral example and shame them into 
following the British lead. The fact that whatever was decided in the Ul< 
about nuclear policy would not have the slightest effect on detente between 
the two superpowers was never mentioned by senior Labour or Tory politi
cians. All kept up the pretence that Britain still had a major role to play in 
international affairs. Thus a sovereign House of Commons, unfettered by 
constitutions and unrestrained by international institutions, would be in charge 
of its destiny. A new Labour government would be fully controlled by Labour 
MPs in turn accountable to local parties. 

To call this strategy 'conservative7 is therefore not a polemical exaggeration. 
It was the consequence of a profound identification between labourism and 
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the British state. It is therefore not surprising that it had many features in 
common with a major strand in British conservatism: confidence in the 
country's world importance and in the superiority of its political institutions; 
distrust of European integration and fear that crucial aspects of its economic 
sovereignty would be subsumed in a wider Europe - in short, 'the acceptance 
of the national-imperial mould as the optimal foundation for the New 
Jerusalem'.41 

Even those who realized that economic interdependence posed a serious 
problem for the AES pretended that somehow it could be waved away. An 
example of this was Stuart Holland, a major AES theorist of the Labour 
Left, who favoured simultaneously a 'European' strategy and an anti-EC one. 
In his writings, full of warnings against multinational companies, he was 
supremely aware of globalism and interdependence, and frequently argued 
for a European co-ordinated reflation. Yet he could countenance Britain 
'going it alone' by reflating unilaterally, and dismissed the EC because it 
would not be able to 'cope with the scale of spending, planning and inter
national cooperation necessary to transform the crisis' or make multinationals 
more accountable.42 

In a more substantial work, Holland warned against European monetary 
union because it would occur in a monetarist (i.e. deflationary) context and 
would 'deprive individual member countries and societies of the chance readily 
to change their model of development'Y A similarly pessimistic reading of 
the potential of the European Community was characteristic of the soft Left. 
Thus Neil K.innock in 1984: 'Confined by out-of-date treaties, the Community 
is in a political cul-de-sac. It can develop a new deal neither for Europe nor 
for the rest of the world.'44 

The main alternative to the hard Left, the social-democrat secessionists, 
were equally conservative. Presenting themselves as the arch-modernizers, 
they coined a slogan which soon became a cliche, claiming that it was 
necessary to 'break the mould' of British politics. This whiff of radicalism 
disguised a rather conventional approach. The 1982 economic package of the 
SOP consisted of a limited expansion of the economy through a mix of 
devaluation and fiscal and monetary relaxation. The approach was thus 
conventionally Keynesian.45 Inflation would be contained by holding wages 
below the growth of demand. This revamped incomes policy would not be 
operated through a social contract with the unions - an option the SOP did 
not have - but through taxing wage increases above the established norm, 
thus nullifying any incentive to break government pay guidelines.46 This last 
proposal, the so-called counter-inflation tax, had originally been advanced by 
the Liberal Party in the early 1970S. On constitutional matters too the SOP 
simply adopted existing Liberal policies in advocating electoral reform, a 
Freedom of Information Act, a Bill of Rights, devolution of power and a 
local income tax.47 

The SOP, like the hard Left, refrained from engaging with 'new politics' 
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- here too the Liberals were more radical. The SDP was committed to 
growth, had a low profile on green issues, was not hostile to nuclear power, 
and showed little interest in feminism in spite of having noted feminists in 
its ranks such as Polly Toynbee and Sue Slipman. Shirley Williams, the one 
woman of the 'gang of four', in her wide-ranging though insubstantial book 
Politics is for People, devoted only one page (out of 230) to women - and then 
only to explain that more women than ever were in paid employment. 48 

The ephemeral rise of the SDP should be seen in the context of the 
growing disenchantment with established politics which characterized the 
European party systems after the end of the golden age. This disenchantment 
took the form of the creation of new parties which, somehow, appeared to 
be 'different', unconventional, less 'political' - that is, less conventionallY political. 
Examples include the Greens, the left-libertarian socialist people's parties of 
Denmark and Norway, the Christian democrats in Sweden, the far right 
Freedom Party in Austria, the anti-tax Progress Party in Denmark and, in 
Italy, the Radical Party and later the Northern League. However, these parties, 
unlike the British SDP, often had something genuinely new to say. The SDP 
said what the Labour Party used to say before its shift to the left. It was the 
only British party still firmly anchored to the social-democratic consensus of 
yesteryear. It did not become a rallying point for new forces - indeed, it was 
hostile to them. It did, however, attract people who had never been involved 
in politics before. Nevertheless, it turned out to be no more than a 'flash
party' - as political scientists, with the benefit of hindsight, call these ephem
eral formations.49 

Pressure groups emerging from the 'new politics' of the I960s were forced 
to work within the Labour Party and to try to graft on to it their own 
particular programmes. Their primary loyalty was not to the party, but to the 
agenda of their own group. The 'entryism' of the Militant Tendency should 
be seen in this context. The problem was, as Bernard Crick pointed out, that 
all these minorities could never add up to a majority.50 

In the early 1980s, this collection of minorities, each unpopular with the 
wider majority, had become Labour's main problem. To put it at its simplest: 
the majority of Labour voters did not share the values of Labour members. 
Many Labour voters were in favour of further restrictions on immigration, 
tougher law-and-order policies, controlling union power, reintroducing capital 
punishment, dealing harshly with welfare 'scroungers'.51 Most voters, including 
most Labour voters, grossly overestimating the nation's status in the world, 
thought that Britain should retain its own nuclear weapons. S2 Labour's defence 
specialist Mike Gapes complained that ~as long as British people see nuclear 
weapons as a kind of national status symbol then it will be extremely difficult 
to introduce a coherent and rational defence policy in this country.'53 These 
Labour-voting 'conservatives', overwhelmingly working class, could easily 
transfer their allegiance to Thatcher's Conservatives. Indeed, many did just 
that, particularly when tax cuts were dangled before them. Could this de-
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fection be compensated by increased support from the so-called public sector 
'salariat', who tended to be liberal-minded on civil rights issues and interested 
in protecting the public sector? Possibly, but many of these middle-class 
voters had little sympathy with Labour's traditional programme of unalloyed 
defence of trade union power, nationalization and state intervention. Thus, 
Labour was exposed on two fronts: it was losing the more prosperous sections 
of the working class to the Conservatives, while the liberal salatiat defected 
to the SDP. Labour gained nothing by becoming a party of the hard Left. 

The main consequence of the formation of the SDP was that it facilitated 
the victory of the soft Left within the Labour Party and hence Labour's 
electoral survival. The SDP and its Liberal allies provided Labour with some 
of the key words it would use in the 19905: 'community', the 'enabling society', 
'individual responsibility'. These words of David Owen's, the SDP leader, 
could be recited, with no modification, by any senior Labour figure after 1992.: 

An 'enabling is one where individuals have declared rights and can achieve 
their full potential, where a sense of community thrives in the open acceptance of 
duties, obligations and responsibility for others, and where effort is respected no 
less than altruism is encouraged. 54 

That Labour would be able to reappropriate some of this language, just over 
a decade after the SDP split, was far from apparent in the early 19805. The 
majority of commentators believed that the destiny of the anti-Conservative 
cause was in the hands of the SDP, and particularly of David Owen, arguably 
the most overrated British politician of the post-war period. 55 

To be successful, the SDP and its Liberal partners required something 
beyond their control: the continuing strength of the hard Left inside the 
Labour Party. Once the unusual set of circumstances - radicalized activists 
and disaffected union leaders which had favoured the Left evaporated, the 
road was open for a Labour revival. This was not strong enough to ensure 
outright electoral victory, but was sufficient to ensure Labour's political 
survival as the only serious opposition to the Conservatives. 

The Labour Party was a slow learner. It took the astounding defeat of 
1983 to eliminate the power of the hard Left. There followed an attempt to 
change the image of the party without substantially changing its policies. 
This led to the more professional electoral campaign of 1987,56 whose success 
was rather limited: Labour's vote went up by only 3.5 pet cent and Thatcher's 
majority was barely dented. Clearly, a better media image was not necessarily 
a major factor in deciding elections. 57 

Labour fought the 1987 election with a programme which was still sub
stantially left-wing: unilateralist on defence, distrustful of Europe, taxing the 
rich, a publicly funded programme of industrial regeneration. But the agenda 
of British politics had shifted to the right. The Conservatives' radical 
progratnme appeared irreversible: council houses had been sold, education 
and health refornled, labour markets deregulated, the public sector privatized, 
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exchange controls abolished, and a single European market established. Even 
the original programme of the centrist SDP /Liberal Alliance began to appear 
too 'left-wing'. The bitterness of the clash between the Labour Party and the 
Alliance, and the polarizing requirements of electoral politics, disguised the 
fact that there was considerable agreement on economic policy. 58 In 198 I, 

Roy Jenkins, the most centrist of the original 'gang of four', presented a 
programme advocating a substantial increase in state intervention in the 
economy. In his speech to the Institute of Fiscal Studies on 2.; February 
1981, he called for a North Sea Oil Revenue Investment Fund to he used for 
productive public sector investment, such as the expansion of British Tele
com. 59 His call for a co-ordinated strategy of expansion of the world economy 
paralleled similar solicitations from more left-wing voices, such as Stuart 
Holland's.60 The SDP had been formed as a reaction against the hard Left, 
not against traditional social democracy. It shared with Labour the radical 
interventionism of national Keynesianism. In his diaries Tony Benn reported 
that in October 1976, David Owen, then a junior minister, had told him that 
he too was 'one hundred per cent' in favour of planning agreements, the 
National Entteprise Board and industrial democracy.61 This was no aberration. 
Six years later, Owen was still praising Labour for the NEB (eventually 
wound up by the Conservatives) and the British National Oil Corporation 
(later privatized).62 

In effect, classical social democracy in all its facets, from Anthony Crosland 
to the traditional socialism of the Labour Left, was moribund, perhaps dead. 
The Labour Party recognized this gradually and hesitantly. No party dumps 
its past lightly. Between 1987 and 1992, Labour did not simply refurbish its 
image, as it had done before 1987, but accepted much of the agenda 
propounded by the Conservatives. In so doing, it joined the other parties of 
the West European Left on the road towards a new revisionist synthesis, 
preparing, or so they hoped, a socialism for the twenty-first century. 

The Swedish Wage-earners Funds 

Electoral defeat in 1979 had propelled the Labour Party to the left. Further 
defeats propelled it back to the right. In Sweden it was victory and political 
self-confidence which led to the first formulation of the employee or wage
earners investment funds (literal translation of the Swedish Ii:intagaifonder). 
They were the centrepiece of a 'reform offensive' launched by the Swedish 
labour movement in the early 19705.63 This offensive was - as we have seen 

part and parcel of a Europe-wide phenomenon of increasing control over 
the labour n1arket. This included the British legislation of 1974-76 (the Trade 
Union and Labour Relations Act, the Health and Safety at Work Act, the Sex 
Discrimination Act, and the Employment Protection Act); the German 1972 
Works Constitution Act and 1976 Co-determination Act; and the Italian 1970 
Statuto dei lavoratori. In Sweden the san1e offensive had seen the Security 
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of Employment Act of 1974, protecting employees against unfair dismissals, 
the 1974 Promotion of Employment Act, requiring employers to notify the 
labour market authorities of planned cutbacks and negotiate accordingly, and 
the 1976 Act on the Joint Regulation of Working Life, subjecting a number 
of managerial prerogatives to negotiations with the unions. 

The idea that after the establishment of political democracy (universal 
suffrage), and social denlocracy (the welfare state), there should be a third 
stage, economic democracy, paving the way to socialism, had been part of 
the credo of the Swedish Social Democratic Party (SAP) for a considerable 
period of time. 64 In 1971 many felt the time had come for a decisive advance 
towards the third phase. As thi'8 advance ultimately turned into a retreat, it 
is important to bear in mind the momentous international changes which 
occurred between the period when the original employee investment funds 
plan was drafted (1971-76), when it was debated, modified and passed into 
legislation (1976-83), and when it was implemented (1983-91). During the 
first period, the anti-capitalist aspirations of Swedish social democracy (and, 
more specifically, of the trade unions) were at their peak. By 1983, this 
radicalism had been thwarted. By the end of the decade, the market had 
triumphed and the Swedish model had collapsed. 

What came to be known as the Meidner Plan (after its author) was more 
a result of the radicalization of the LO (Landorganisationen), the Swedish 
confederation of blue-collar trade unions, than of changes in the SAP. It was 
the outcome of the influence on the union movelnent exercised by the rank
and-file militancy of the late 1960s, the student movement, the Ne\v Left, 
and the wildcat strikes of 1969 spearheaded by the Gothenburg dockers and 
the far north iro~ ore miners. The end of the golden age had led unions to 
become less optimistic about the ability of capitalism to deliver full employ
ment. The plan was thus discussed in the context of a new union ideology, 
which 'dissociated itself clearly from the market-oriented philosophy of the 
"golden age"'.65 The initial impetus came, as so often in Swedish social 
democracy, from the trade unions. At the I 97 I Congress of the LO it was 
noted that one of the effects of the 'solidaristic wages policy' was to create 
excess profits, since the wages of workers in the more profitable industries 
were kept lower than they would otherwise be, in deference to the principle 
of relating pay to the work performed and not to the employer's ability to 
pay. This led to wider questions: should unions be involved in capital forma
tion, profits and ownership? 

Rudolf Meidner, co-author with G6sta Rehn of the 195 I wages/labour 
market model (see chapter 8), was asked to head a \vorklng party which 
included Anna Hedborg and Gunnar Fond, and report back to the 1...0. 
Thus, the long and complex saga of the en1ployee investment funds began 
in the style characteristic of Swedish social democracy: a few general principles 
followed by a concrete, highly detailed and frequently revised plan. 

The plan devised by Meidner "vas different from all other attempts to 
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establish some form of industrial democracy, such as the German Mitbe
stimmung. Its essential trait was the gradual transfer of the assets of enterprises 
from private shareholders to the employees. 66 It had three aims: to com
plement the solidaristic wages policy; to counteract the concentration of 
wealth; and to increase the influence of employees over the economy.67 The 
last of these aims was the most controversial, because it amounted to the 
abolition of private ownership and control by the capitalists themselves, in 
a country where most industry was still in private hands after fifty years of 
social-democratic government. 

The plan was never a 'pure' anti-capitalist plan. It sought to control or 
dispose of 'excess' profits not only for ideological reasons, but in order to 
convince workers in highly profitable firms to contain their wages. It would 
give workers 'something essential in return for their restraint and sacrifices 

influence over the large private companies'.68 
Capital formation would be enhanced by the compulsory reinvestment of 

at least 20 per cent of pre-tax profits. More naively, it was believed that 
workers would contain their wage demands because higher wages would eat 
into 'their' profits too. The phenomenon of wage drift at the enterprise level 
(see chapter 17), particularly pronounced in highly profitable enterprises, 
meant that the central trade union had to devise an institutional mechanism 
to block inflationary wages. Thus the Meidner Plan was, at least in part, the 
result of the increasing difficulty facing the famous Rehn-Meidner model, 
and an alternative to controlling wages through unemployment - the solution 
adopted by the Right throughout Europe.69 In other words, excess profits 
threatened the solidaristic wage policy, the principle that market forces should 
not be the major determinant of wages.70 This policy, the centrepiece of 
Swedish social democracy, had narrowed wage differentials. As Meidner wrote, 
it 'has been a welfare gain of decisive significance, and it must not be 1051'.71 
The wider aim of the funds was that they would provide 

a new opportunity for also making more democratic those decisions which are 
arrived at within enterprises but which affect a firm's relations with the community 
as a whole, with consumers, local authorities, the total environment, and so forth. 
In short, the funds would make it possible to arrive in a democratic manner at 
those investment decisions which affect what is to be produced and where. Thus 
it can be argued that the funds would involve a new stratum of democracy in 
industry, lying somewhere between the two levels that have been attempted so 
far, government industrial policy on the one hand and ... co-determination within 
enterprises on the other.n 

Placing some of these profits in a fund subject to collective control would 
be better than abolishing them because, in a capitalist economy, high profits 
were desirable, indeed necessary. They make possible reinvestment, pro
ductivity growth and full employment. Thus, paradoxically, the funds would 
make high profits popular with the workers. 73 To some extent, the Meidner 
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Plan resembled the profit-sharing schemes which had been widely discussed 
elsewhere, especially in Germany, Holland, Denmark and France.74 But the 
differences were of greater significance because the Swedish scheme would 
transfer not just profits but - eventually - control to the workers. 

To ensure capital formation, it was essential that the employees should 
not have the right to dispose of 'their' shares, but that the assets accruing 
to the funds would remain as working capital within the enterprise.75 Meidner 
had originally proposed that 20 per cent of the profits of firms of a given 
size (the minimum to be set between fifty and one hundred employees) 
would be issued in the form of shares to the fund. 76 Gradually, the funds 
would increase their shareholding, since they would receive new shares every 
year. The larger the profits, the faster the funds would build up. If the profits 
were of the order of 20 per cent a year, the fund would acquire over half of 
the shares in twenty years; but if profits were only 5 per cent a year, it would 
take seventy-five years.77 In practice, the fund-holders would obtain control 
much earlier because, generally speaking, it was often sufficient to have 10 

per cent or less of the shares of a company to control it. 
Once a company was under the control of the funds, it would be 'easier 

to bring a firm's decisions into harmony with social objectives without the 
community having therefore to step in and control the various decisions in 
detail'.78 This implied the adoption of policies which enterprises might not 
otherwise have pursued. In this case the funds represented a new constraint 
on capital accumulation. The funds could nevertheless co-exist with capitalism. 
After all, a substantial body of legislation in capitalist states for instance, 
industrial health and safety laws constrained and shaped capitalist de~ 
velopment. However, such legislation sets known parameters within which 
enterprises have to operate. What would happen when a sizeable body of 
'shareholders' wished to pursue ill-defined 'social' objectives? It was this 
element of unpredictability that caused consternation among the leading 
representatives of Swedish management. They were no longer sure whether 
capitalism had a future in a social-democratic Sweden. 79 These fears were 
compounded by the radical 'we shall take over' rhetoric of trade unionists, 
while successive opinion polls revealed a lack of popular enthusiasm for the 
funds and encouraged opposition to them.80 

The original Meidner Plan had been accepted in principle in 1976 but, as 
the SAP lost that year's election, much of the subsequent discussion on it 
occurred while the social democrats were in opposition. The 1976 version was 
watered down in 1978: only firms with over five hundred workers of which 
there were about two hundred in the country - would be compelled to 
participate in the fund and workers were to contribute to it through a 1 per 
cent levy on payrolls (to be increased later).81 This meant that workers were 
in fact asked to exercise two kinds of restraint: 'normal' wage restraint plus 
a I per cent wage cut to build up the funds. 82 No wonder they were less than 
enthusiastic. 
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In the early 19705, there seemed to be some chance that an amended 
version of the plan would be acceptable even to the 'bourgeois' parties. 
Indeed, the liberal and centre parties had themselves advanced various capital 
fund schemes.83 However, as the post-golden age crisis swiftly inter
nationalized the economy, many employers no longer believed that the 
abandonment of managerial prerogatives was a price worth paying for the 
restoration of competitiveness. The growing internationalization of firms also 
increased their bargaining power vis-J·vis their workforce. Capital, unlike 
labour, can easily relocate and is all the more likely to do so when social 
costs are higher than elsewhere.84 Swedish employers came to the conclusion 
that union or any other form of collective control over enterprises would 
make them less internationally competitive. Thus, the employers' association 
and the 'bourgeois' parties turned sharply against all proposals to establish 
employees' funds, in spite of the social democrats' growing caution. Further 
modifications introduced by the SAP in 198 I made the funding mechanism 
dependent on 2.0 per cent of 'real' profits - i.e. excess profit calculated on 
the basis of interest and inflation rates - and not simply pre·tax profit as 
before. Furthermore, instead of a single fund, there would be twenty-four 
regional funds. 8s Meidner had originally envisaged that local and national 
unions would eventually appoint the number of company board members to 
which they were entitled by the shareholding owned by the fund. 86 Now it 
was proposed that the boards of the twenty-four funds would be elected by 
all those who had worked sufficiently to qualify for some pension rights. 
This took into account the criticism that the original version had been too 
centralist and would have given excessive powers to the trade unions. In 
practice, this meant enfranchising everyone except students, housewives and 
disabled people. 

None of this satisfied the opposition. In 1977 the employers made it clear 
that they believed the Meidner Plan ~would have fateful economic and political 
consequences for Swedish society'.87 Assar Lindbeck, a prominent economist, 
resigned from the SAP and became one of the main ideological opponents 
of the plan.s8 There were serious fears that during the period of phasing in 
of the funds, there would be a stock exchange crisis and a flight of capital 
abroad.89 

In the weeks leading up to the 1982 elections, the Meidner Plan had 
become a central plank of the SAP's programme. Though the social demo
crats won the elections, it is generally accepted that this was achieved in spite 
of the plan, rather than thanks to it. 90 Only union activists and left-wing 
intellectuals wholeheartedly supported the employee investment funds. The 
much-repeated fact that 80 per cent of the adult population were members 
of trade unions did not mean that they wished the unions to have a greater 
weight in the management of the economy. 

The new SAP government sought a compromise, but the bourgeois patties 
and the employers backing them remained inflexible. Antagonism to the 
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funds became the one attitude uniting Sweden's fragmented bourgeois opposi~ 
tion. A protest march sponsored by the employers' association brought 75,000 
people out onto the streets of Stockholm.91 In spite of this, in 1983 the SAP, 
with the help of the communists, passed the legislation. It was assumed that 
the bourgeois parties would eventually accept the inevitable.92 In the past 
they had forcefully opposed major social-democratic legislation, such as the 
1959 pension reform, arguing that it was the slippery slope to an authoritarian 
planned economy. Later they accepted it and did not question it when in 
power between 1976 and 1982. 

The 1983 law watered down the already amended plan even further. The 
fund system was to be set up 'experimentally' for seven years in the first 
instance. In effect, it would never be renewed - as Olaf Palme and his 
finance minister made clear.93 Later, in 1987, Palme declared that the funds 
were not devised to bring about a new society, but to help Sweden out of 
the crisis.94 The ambitions and hopes aroused in the mid- 1 9705 were quietly 
forgotten. Five regional funds were established, modelled on a pension fund 
created in 1973 to invest in the stock market (the so-called Fourth AP fund).9S 
There was a new, more restrictive definition of profits, which meant that 
only a few thousand companies (out of 100,000) would be affected. By 1990, 
the total value of the assets of the five funds, plus the 1973 Fourth AP fund, 
plus a Fifth AP fund created in 1988, was only 7 per cent of the value of 
all the assets listed on the stock exchange.96 

In March 199 I, the SAP government proposed a further comprehensive 
reorganization: all existing pension and employee funds would be merged 
into five funds with powers to invest 60 per cent of their assets in any way 
they liked. This regularized de facto arrangements: most of the employee 
investment funds behaved like ordinary pension funds; they accepted pre
vailing market constraints, did not invest heavily in manufacturing, and did 
not have a long-term view. The ethos of capitalism prevailed once again, 
confounding the fears of all critics and, obviously, displeasing those radicals 
who had believed that they would bring about a gradual transition to socialism. 
The 199 I move was clearly aimed at providing Swedish firms with a source 
of local investment capital to protect them from foreign takeovers. Existing 
laws designed for this purpose were incompatible with membership of the 
European Community, which the SAP government had decided to seek.97 

The original project devised by Meidner and his colleagues had generated 
considerable expectations on the Swedish and European Left; for some it 
represented the most promising development of collective control over 
investment and capitalism. The failure of the experiment cannot be traced to 
a single cause.98 Like the AES, the Meidner Plan had no widespread popular 
support. The SAP was not wholeheartedly behind it; nor were the trade 
unions (the white-collar union confederation had remained neutral). The 
employers were so strongly opposed that they had mobilized en masse, spend
ing more on their media campaign than all the political parties spent on the 
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1982. election.99 The workers were less than enthusiastic. The notion of 
ownership envisaged by the proponents of the funds was abstract, too distant 
from everyday concepts of private property as something one has the right 
to dispose of as one sees fit. 

The funds had originally been devised in order to support an egalitarian 
wages policy. The defeat of the proposal was accompanied by a general 
retreat of the SAP, the LO and the TeO on the question of wage equalization. 
The strikes of the 1980s were mainly about differentials, especially between 
the public and the private sectors, pitting (largely female) public employees 
(leaning increasingly towards the social den1ocrats) against male private sector 
white-collar workers.lOo 

In spite of its 'modern' form and presentation, the ideology behind the 
funds was that of traditional social democracy. It appealed to the workers 
and producers as such, identifying them as the class which, by virtue of its 
position in the production process, was endowed with uniform interests. In 
this sense the strategy was fundamentally 'workerist' and never freed itself of 
this original sin, even though it had been so amply reformulated. tOl House
wives, students, disabled people, most pensioners and those working in the 
public sector, many of whom were women, would have had only an indirect 
connection with the funds; 'it will be the trade unions and not the people 
that control the economy,' warned a critic. 102 Had the original plans been 
implemented, two forms of participation would have co~existed in Swedish 
society: that of all the citizens, through the normal democratic process; and 
that of the wage-earners; who would have a restricted franchise in the 
management of the economy. As Walter I<orpi, a supporter of the concept 
of the funds, pointed out, this was unacceptable from a democratic point of 
view. to3 His suggestion to extend this 'economic franchise' to all citizens, 
through an additional ballot in the general election, was never taken Up.104 

The most formidable obstacle to the implementation of the Meidner 
proposals, however, was the internationalization of the Swedish economy. 
Strictly speaking, of course, the Swedish economy had been 'opened up' for 
a long time; being in charge of its exchange rate, however, it could export 
its own inflationary problems through devaluation. Its wages were high by 
international but not by Swedish standards - hence the large profits of the 
19608. Until the 1970s, Swedish companies were authentic national enterprises 
competing among themselves for an expanding share of foreign markets. 
They confronted similar constraints and the same internal regulatory agency, 
the Swedish social-democratic state. Had this situation continued, they might 
have been able to face the new constraints represented by the employee 
investment funds, particularly as these would also have delivered wage restraint 
and increased capital. In an internationalized setting any new constraint, 
'social' or otherwise, set by the funds might make Swedish firms less com
petitive than their foreign rivals. The most obvious constraint the funds 
would certainly have established was to make it more difficult for firms to 
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shed labour - just as in nationalized industry. Thus, Swedish firms would 
have been at a disadvantage relative to foreign competitors in the all-important 
restructuring of the European labour market towards greater flexibility. 

By the late 1980s, unable to control wage inflation, the SAP adopted 
policies which had long prevailed elsewhere. It deregulated financial markets 
and dismantled foreign exchange controls. The exchange rate was pegged to 
the European Monetary System. An external discipline was imposed to 
contain wages. Growth and employment were sacrificed at the altar of price 
stability.105 

By the 1990S the Meidner Plan and the funds had been forgotten. They 
had become so peripheral to the problems of Sweden that they were virtually 
ignored in a collection of essays by leading sociologists and political scientists 
dedicated to 'Scandinavia in a New Europe'. 106 The idea that it was possible 
to establish some forn1 of national collective control over investment was 
abandoned. The great reform offensive was over. The key question now was 
whether it was possible to preserve key elements of the Swedish welfare 
state in the new interdependent European and world economy. 

The New Politics of the SPD 

The SPD's fifteen years of government came to an end in 1982, when it was 
defeated in a 'constructive vote of no-confidence' in the Bundestag. The 
SPD's erstwhile ally, the FDP, had switched sides and joined a enU-led 
coalition with Helmut I(ohl as chancellor. The subsequent election in 1983 
turned out to be a disaster for the SPD. At just over 38 per cent, it had the 
lowest share of the vote since 196 I. The SPD was reduced to its core working
class support. 107 A new era of conservative hegemony was beginning in 
Germany. Having triumphed in 1983, Helmut I(ohl went on to win three 
consecutive elections in January 1987, December 1990 and October 1994. 

During the 19808, the SPD faced two contrasting strategies: to reconstitute 
an alliance with the PDP; or to move to the left and seek a 'red-green' 
coalition. But the PDP coalition with the CDU appeared to be too stable, 
while a formal 'red-green' coalition would have cost the SPD some of its 
traditional support. lOS A return to a 'Grand Coalition' with the CDU, ad
vocated by some influential SPD politicians, was unlikely. In practice, the 
social democrats had to try to maximize their share of the vote, hoping that 
the CDU-FDP coalition would eventually lose its majority. Unencumbered 
by immediate coalition-building considerations, the party had to decide to 
what extent it should distance itself from the Schnlidt era by embracing the 
new 'alternative' politics, and how it should reconcile the traditional working 
class (unionized but contracting) and the service sector (less unionized but 
expanding). 109 

Initially, the SPD moved to the left, an event lauded by Giinter Grass: 
'The SPD has once again found peace of mind and the self-esteem gained 
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in the days of August Bebel. It seemed for a long time in danger of adopting 
mere pragmatism as a substitute ideology, of yielding to force of circum
stance.,t to However, more than peace of mind and self-esteem were required. 
The general secretary of the SPD, Peter Glatz (1980-87), warned against 
simply chasing after the centre or the new social movements. What should 
be done was to formulate 'a project which will counter the right's current 
programme of undermining the bonds of solidarity within West German 
society'. He isolated six problem areas: structural unemployment, funding 
the welfare state, patriarchy, the plundering of the environment, armaments, 
anti-statism.1

!! It was necessary, he added, to find a way of reconciling 
industrialism and ecology, to avoid 'a hysterical confrontation between new 
social movements and the production-oriented sectors of society'.112 

In the period leading up to the 1987 election, the SPD tried to resolve 
this dilemma through a compromise between old and new politics. It adopted 
a traditional candidate in the Schmidt mould namely, Johannes Rau, minister
president of the largest and most industrialized Land, North Rhine-Westphalia 
- and decided to prepare a new 'fundamental programme' to replace that of 
Bad Godesberg. Rau would provide continuity; the new programme would 
be a way of acknowledging that the world had changed considerably since 
1959. The old programme had little to say about women or the Third World 
or the European Community.113 The assumptions that growth could be 
unlimited and that redistribution was the main political problem had become 
unrealistic at a time of rising unemployment and environmental concerns. 

Johannes Rau loyally embraced much of the new politics. In a speech 
accepting his party's nomination for the Chancellorship on 16 December 
1986, he appealed to the pacifists by asking for the new European-based 
missiles to be removed. 114 He then appealed to the Greens and stressed that 
'work and the environment should not be played off against each other', that 
the SPD would tax energy in order to finance investment in the reduction 
of energy consumption.115 To the feminists, he admitted that: 

Our society has the stamp of 'paid work' all over it ... I will not accept anybody's 
claim that they are striving for equal rights for women when they refuse to agree 
to a radical redistribution of work both gainful employment and unpaid work. 
Put into concrete terms: anyone who wants equality for women must campaign 
for shorter working hours in all forms. The reduction of working hours is a 
decisive means of creating a sufficient number of jobs. II

" 

Electorally speaking, all these efforts were in vain. Rau was defeated by I<ohl 
in 1987. 

After Rau's defeat, the SPD moved further towards the new politics by 
adopting Oskar Lafontaine, minister-president of the Saarland and once an 
advocate of a red-green coalition, as chancellor-candidate. An unexpected 
political event the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the subsequent reunifica
tion of Germany - intervened to dash any chances Lafontaine might have had. 
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What distinguished the SPD from some of the other parties of the West 
European Left was that the 'traditionalist' position - which was supported 
in the main by blue-collar workers and union activists was held by the 
'right wing' and was particularly strong in the parliamentary party, the Bundes
tagsfraktion. While this tendency was resolutely opposed to any attempt to 
introduce labour market flexibility (as the revisionists of the Left around 
Lafontaine tried to do), it was equally opposed to modifying the Bad Godes
berg principle of 'planning only when necessary'. In the SPD the Left was 
anti-workerist, the Right traditionalist. In Germany, to be a left-wing social 
democrat meant to be generally associated with post-materialist values. This 
Left was green, pacifist, tendentially feminist, anti-authoritarian, more middle
class and better-educated. It was not, as in Britain or France, in favour of 
nationalization or against European integration. 

The post-Bad Godesberg SPD had ceased to be the old worlcing-class 
party of Weimar days. While it had not achieved its declared aim of becoming 
a real Volk.rpartei, it had expanded into the ranks of the intelligentsia and the 
middle classes. 117 These sodal groups no longer felt excluded from the party, 
while the working class in the period of rapid economic growth no longer 
felt marginal to the rest of society. 

By the 1980s, the situation had changed again - as it had throughout 
much of the West European Left. The 'traditionalist' wing was still determined 
to pursue a strategy based on the principle of industrial growth, while the 
'ecological' wing had taken on board many of the new 'post-materialist' 
values. The SPD had moved beyond the ideological clash which still divided 
the British Labour Party, where a frankly socialist ideology, inspired by an 
ethos of working-class solidarity, was determined to fight bourgeois economic 
development, while 'modern' revisionism viewed the class struggle as a thing 
of the past. Outside the tiny German Communist Party and the green fimdos 
there was no 'hard' Left in Gerolany. 

However, on at least one 'post-materialist' issue the left of the SPD and 
that of the Labour Party were in general agreement: the campaign against 
nuclear weapons. This was nothing new: in the 19 50S there were important 
anti-nuclear campaigns in both Gertnany and Britain (see chapter 9). In both 
parties the traditional right had been strongly Atlanticist. Schmidt, in par
ticular, had been the great strategist behind the rethinking of NATO's defence 
policy in December 1979. According to this strategy, USSR~USA negotiations 
on the reduction of intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) should take 
place in the context of the deployment of a new generation of European
based missiles, Cruise and Pershing-2 hence the name 'twin-track' strategy. ItS 

These missiles were to be stationed in West Germany, Britain, Holland, 
Belgium and Italy. 

The SPD, \vhich had gone along with Schmidt only out of loyalty to its 
chancellor, reversed its position at its conference on peace and security held 
in Cologne on 18-19 November 1983. It announced that 'the double-track 
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decision has failed to reach its goal of stopping the arms build-up and of 
promoting detente', and rejected the deployment of new American 
intermediate-range systems on national territory.119 The resolution, proposed 
by the party's executive, was opposed by only thirteen delegates, including 
Schmidt and four former cabinet ministers. 120 By then, of course, the SPD 
was out of power and Helmut Schmidt was no longer its leader. In the 
Labour Party, the pacifist option was more complex because it was made up 
of two strands: unilateralism and the campaign against the euromissiles. 
Protests against foreign (i.e. US) missiles under NATO command being 
stationed on British soil could have a patriotic dimension, while the campaign 
against an 'independent' British nuclear deterrent would not appeal to British 
patriots still proud of a nuclear weapon flying the Union Jack. The anti
Cruise and Pershing campaign had an internationalist dimension, because the 
movement could link arms with protestors in Germany, Belgium, Holland 
and Italy; the unilateralist campaign could only be British based. In Germany, 
however, the idea of unilateralism was anathema, not for the obvious reason 
that Germany did not have its own nuclear weapons, but because unilateral 
acts in foreign policy were bound to he associated with a German 'go-it
alone' policy and hence with a revival of the nationalist idea of a German 
role in the world, unconstrained by the European Community or NATO 
links. This kind of German 'Gaullism) belonged to the Right. 

In Germany the pacifist movement was broader than in Britain. Opinion 
surveys in 1983-84 showed that as many as 86 per cent of Germans were 
opposed to the deployment of the missiles. In 1983, 300,000 pacifists paraded 
in Bonn and a 'human chain' was formed by protesters joining hands along 
the fifty-five mile stretch from Stuttgart to the US base at Ulm.12l The strength 
of this protest was almost certainly due to the fact that no one could claim 
that Germany might survive the circumstances in which the new weapons 
would be used, i.e. in retaliation against a Soviet nuclear or conventional 
attack.122 

The new anti-twin-track policy of the SPD brought the party into the 
same camp as the Greens, the most overtly pacifist (and anti-American) 
party in Germany. Pacifism, though, was not the only reason behind the 
relative popularity of the anti-euromissile campaign. Uncertainty and fear 
played a nlajor role. Locating Pershing-2 missiles in the middle of one of the 
most densely populated Land, Baden-Wiirttemberg, made many Germans 
feel they were being used by the Americans as hostages. 123 Germans could 
view total dependence on US nuclear weapons with equanimity as long as 
American superiority created an impression of complete security. In the course 
of the 19805, this feeling of security was replaced by the growing fear of a 
nuclear holocaust. 124 This was caused in part by the pessimistic message of 
the peace movement itself, and in part by the rhetoric of President Reagan, 
whose image in Europe was that of an unreliable warmonger with a finger 
on the nuclear button. Reagan thus became, quite unwittingly, one of the 
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peace movement's most active recruiting agents. This klnd of fear, amounting 
almost to national panic, did not affect the British or the French. Evidently, 
the terrible fate that had befallen the German people during two world wars 
had created a 'gut-pacifism' that was more deeply rooted than in Britain and 
France, while it did not exist at all in the USA which, on the whole, did 
rather well out of the two world wars. Schmidt himself had to explain these 
simple facts to his American audience in the course of his 1985 Stimson 
lectures: 

Thlnk of Oregon or of Colorado with six non-American forces, under a foreign 
high command, on their soil, and think also of the foreign high commander having 
some 5,000 nuclear weapons within his command and not under the host nation's 
control. Perhaps, if you reflect on that situation, you will understand why some 
young people in Germany, as well as older people and professors and bishops, 
protest our joint military posture ... There is no other country in the world that 
has such concentration of military weapons and military power from seven nations 
on its soil and all of it under someone else's command. 125 

What also alarmed all Germans (and confirmed French suspicions that the 
Americans were unreliable) was that the negotiations between the two 
superpowers were normally conducted with an unequivocal disregard of other 
Western allies. They had no input into the famous compromise on the INF 
negotiations in Geneva achieved by the US chief negotiator Paul Nitze and 
Yuli I<vitinsky, his Soviet counterpart, during their 'walk in the woods' in 
Geneva in the summer of 1982; nor in the subsequent rejection of this 
compromise by Moscow and Washington. Helmut Schmidt, who often 
boasted of his ability to influence Germany~s allies, was deeply resentfu1. 126 

Later he wrote: 'No matter who occupies the presidency, Washington tends 
to unilateralism. As long as Western Europe cannot work its way to a joint 
design for overall strategy ... the West will always be confronted with 
American solo adventures.'127 As many on the SPD left pointed out, the USA 
was in charge of the negotiation 'track' of the famous strategy, while Germany 
had to deploy on its own territory the nuclear weapons of the 'second' track. 

The SPD had been pushed towards a pacifist position by a growing 
Europe-wide peace campaign, led in Germany by the Greens. But this 
campaign was not the only element in the SPD shift. There was a raison d'etat 
which did not exist in Britain. The SPD felt that the installation of the new 
missiles was bound to jeopardize the relationship with East Germany which 
had been carefully nurtured by the SPD. This constituted the foundation of 
Ostpolitik, the greatest achievement of the SPD since the war, the basis of 
German foreign policy. This pessimism turned out to be unwarranted. Rela~ 
clans with the DDR improved throughout the 1980s. Hans-Dietrich Genscher, 
leader of the FDP and Germany's foreign minister (I974-9z), never ceased 
cultivating links with the USSR and turned out to be the Western leader 
most supportive of the revolution initiated by Gorbachev. 
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An Eastern-oriented and detente-based policy was unavoidable for any 
German leader, provided it was set in a West European context. For all 
Schmidt's ambition to tie the USA to Europe, there was simply no mechanism, 
political or otherwise, which would force the USA, in all circumstances, to 
put the security of Europe on the same footing as its own. It had become 
obvious to the SPD that 'the security interests of Western Europe, in view 
of the geopolitical situation, cannot be identical with those of our transadantic 
partners'. 128 

Clearly, the SPD needed a new security policy which would unite the 
party and achieve popularity, while maintaining an open door towards the 
peace campaign. A working group chaired by Egan Bahr, the architect of 
Ostpolitik, produced the framework for a new policy in June 1983. Traditional 
deterrence theory called for building up armaments in order to dissuade an 
enemy. It thus created a climate of feat and reciprocal suspicion. The new 
doctrine, called 'common security', applied the concept of interdependence 
to the field of security. Its aim was to involve the 'enemy' in a common 
search for an environment which would lead to a relaxation of tension. The 
concept had been expressed in 1982. in the report of the Independent 
Commission on Disarmament and Security Issues, chaired by Olaf Palme 
to which the ubiquitous Egon Baht had contributed. 'Common security' 
differed from the concept of 'partnership in security', used in the late 1970S 
by the SPD, which asserted that European security could be obtained only 
through a USA-West European partnership. In 'common security', the 
'partnership' which could ensure 'security' was a 'partnership with the ad
versary'. It was a recognition that, in the nuclear age, security was a situation 
to be reached with not against one's opponent. The adversary would 
become a partner because both sides faced the threat of nuclear catastrophe 
and recognized that they could not defeat the other through the use of force. 
In the words of the $PD parliamentary leader Hans-Jochen Vogel: 'Security 
can no longer be attained by arming ourselves against a potential enemy, 
rather security is attainable only with his co-operation.1l29 

The leadership of the SPD subsequently attempted to blur the differences 
between the old 'partnership in security' and the new 'common security'. 
The last major document on security produced before the collapse of the 
Berlin Wall mentions neither. no The two positions, however, were mutually 
exclusive. To adopt 'common security' entailed giving up the strategy of 
deterrence, limiting armaments, and refusing to establish first-strike capacity. 
It also meant opposing Reagan's Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), or 'Star 
Wars', which would have given the West such a capability. In the long term, 
the object of the 'common security' doctrine was the dissolution of the 
blocS.13t The Berlin Programme adopted on 2.0 December I989, a few weeks 
after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, stated boldly: 

No country in Europe can enjoy more security today than any potential adversary 
can. So each country must, even if only in its own interest, assume responsibility 
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for the security of others. That is the principle of common security. It requires 
that each side grants the other side its right to exist and its ability to Jjve in peace. 
Common security effects detente and requires detente. Common security aims to 
eliminate anxieties caused by constant threat, and to overcome the confrontation 
of the blocs.132 

From an internationalist point of view, 'common security' appeared the most 
fruitful position to hold. It reflected growing interdependence, was resolutely 
non-nationalist, was consistent with detente and, consequently, contributed 
to strengthening the reformist wing of Soviet communism. German member
ship of NATO was never seriously in question. Yet the SPD received mixed 
support from its counterparts in the rest of Europe. 

The British Labour Party had, until the late 1980s, adopted a pacifist 
position close to that of the Germans, but too unilateralist to be of real help 
to the SPD though Denis Healey tried to get the party to shift towards 
'common security'.133 Besides, the Labour Party was in opposition, as was the 
Dutch Labour Party (after 198 I), a consistent opponent of the missiles. 

In Holland and Belgium, the peace campaign was exceptionally strong 
and popular even among older people (elsewhere an overwhelming majority 
of peace protestors was young). The movements against the missiles in these 
two countries were also genuinely cross-party, mainly because of the decisive 
role played by the Protestant chutches. 134 

The Swedish social democrats were very supportive, but this was of 
symbolic significance only. Being neutral, Sweden had no influence in the 
debates concerning 'euromissiles'. Norway and Denmark were both in NATO, 
but the missiles were never meant to be stationed there in the first place. In 
Southern Europe the Italian comnlunists were the most enthusiastic sup
porters of the SPD; conling from communists, however, such support was 
of little political benefit to the SPD. Craxi's PSI, in government with the 
Christian democrats, accepted the installation of the missiles in Italy. Craxi 
himself had become prime minister by the time the missiles were installed in 
Sicily. In Spain Gonzalez was busy convincing his supporters to back Spanish 
entry into NATO. 

The lack of support from the French socialists was particularly marked. 
From the beginning Mitterrand had been an enthusiastic proponent of the 
missiles not one of which, incidentally, was to be based in France. Following 
de Gaulle's precepts, Mitterrand had consistently refused to include French 
nuclear weapons in the INF negotiations - many of them were aimed at 
German territory to stop an anticipated Soviet advance. The position of the 
French socialists was seen by all shades of SPD opinion as favouring the 
ruling COU-FDP coalition. us No support came - not that it would have 
been welcomed - from the PCF or the left-wing CERES faction of the Parti 
Socialiste. Both were committed to traditional concepts of deterrence; both 
seemed to want to construct socialism under the (French) nuclear umbrella. 
In France there was no peace movement worthy of the name. !vleanwhile, 
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the French intelligentsia had relinquished, virtually en masse, its historic 
commitment to leftist neutralism in favour of a frenetic anti-Sovietism 
unparalleled in Western Europe, while insisting, for inexplicable reasons unless 
it was nostalgia, that it was still de gauche. 

As it turned out, the events of 1989 leading to the collapse of communism 
in Europe made the concept of 'common security' obsolete - at least as 
originally conceived. The SPD never expected that the long-hoped-for dis
solution of the blocs would take the form of a collapse of the Eastern one. 
In fact, the premise of the SPD (and of the Italian communists, whose own 
foreign policy was virtually indistinguishable from that of the SPD) was that 
the blocs would last a long time and dissolve on the basis of reciprocity and 
mutual negotiation. Their overall assumption was that Western Europe and 
the Soviet bloc would eventually converge upon some version of social 
democracy, not that the East would seek to adopt a market economy. 

As the direct continuation of Ostpolitik, 'common security' could be 
interpreted as a neutralist policy. It was difficult for those who adopted it to 
occupy the high ground of the crusade against totalitarian communism. Their 
attitude implied that they supported the existing regimes of Eastern and 
Central Europe in practice. The SPD's frequent contacts with the communist 
parties of the Warsaw Pact countries tainted German social den1ocrats. This 
led some to claim that the West German Left perceived the DDR as morally 
superior to the capitalist world, thus becoming 'perhaps the most solid 
Western supporter of the status quo in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union 
throughout the 19708 and 1980s'.136 Garton Ash points out that 'West 
Germany was constrained from being an outspoken advocate of freedom 
and respect for human rights in Eastern Europe by its geopolitical position,' 
but argues that a 'somewhat more outspoken policy would have been possible, 
even within these constraints'.137 'Common security' facilitated the task of 
communist reformists in the USSR. It was thus a successful policy. It assumed, 
however, that communism could gradually be reformed. It was thus also a 
failure. 138 

'Common security' achieved a 'domestic' aim: it enabled the SPD to go 
beyond Ostpolitik, defined as a purely German foreign policy. 'Common 
security' was a policy for the whole of Europe. This completed the 'European
ization' of the SPD. It now became the pro-European party par excellence in 
Germany. Both in the so-called Irsee draft of its programme Oune 1986), 
and in the final document (1989), the commitment to European unity became 
more pronounced than ever before. The SPD now aimed at nothing less 
than 'The United States of Europe'. \39 The EC was seen as a 'building block 
for a regionally structured world community'. 140 This would require 'full rights 
for a European Parliament, a capable government which would be answerable 
to Parliament ... We want a social order throughout Europe.'141 The pro
gramme also called for a common economic policy, monetary union, a 
common currency, and more power for the European Parliament. The Euro-
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pean single market, welcomed by most European conservatives, including 
Mrs Thatcher, was seen by SPD leaders not only as the opportunity to 
expand intra-European trade, but also as a stepping-stone towards a 'social 
Europe'. The SPD was looking forward to Europe-wide co-determination in 
industry, an action programme for jobs, and the establishment of minimum 
standards of welfare. 142 

The call for a 'social Europe', which, following the Maastricht Treaty of 
February 1992, united most of the West European Left, aimed at harmonizing 
aspects of the \velfare state throughout the European Community. This would 
eliminate the economic disadvantage of higher welfare costs in the more 
socially advanced countries. Or, to put it differently, it would ensure that the 
least socially advanced countries would not enjoy an 'unfair' advantage. Thus, 
the German Left sought to turn to its own benefit one of the claims of the 
Right - namely, that the welfare state made their own economy less com
petitive. The demand that welfare should be standardized was aimed at 
preventing so-called 'social dumping" whereby the countries of Southern 
Europe, Ireland and even Britain would be able to benefit from lower pay 
and poorer working conditions. By supporting the concept of 'social Europe', 
the SPD was defending the German welfare state and the gains achieved by 
the German working class. 

The second dimension of the Europeanism of the SPD was that it 
consolidated the division of Europe. Unavoidably, the more EC member 
countries developed their own supra-national institutions, the greater the gulf 
with the 'backward' post-communist countries, and the greater the obstacle 
to their inclusion into the European Union would be. 

Thus, 'federal' Europe, like 'common security', assumed the continuation 
of different economic regimes on the continent of Europe. However, unlike 
the concept of 'common security', the project of a federal Europe, far from 
being abandoned after the collapse of communism, was enhanced despite 
the growth of nationalism in the West. Those previously unenthusiastic about 
'Europe' now knocked at the door. By 1995, of the countries of Western 
Europe, only Norway, Switzerland and Iceland relnained outside the union. 

In Germany, the CDU followed the same European path as the SPD. 
This corresponded to the wider interests of German capitalism) while at the 
same time preserving the social consensus which was recognized as the basis 
of German economic success. German capitalism might be made more 
competitive, in a narrow economic sense, by a Thatcher-like attack on social 
consensus but, at least until the mid- I 990s, this was not an option the CDU 
was prepared to adopt. Better to tolerate some loss of competitiveness than 
to jeopardize a consensus which had served German industry so well for so 
long. Europe - unlike security policy - was not to be a nlatter of dispute 
between Left and Right in Germany. 

Where the SPD clearly differentiated itself from the CDU (and from the 
old Bad Godesberg programme) was on the two most salient issues of the 
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'new politics': ecology and feminism. The SPD turned its back on the idea 
of unlimited growth in favour of 'qualitative' and ecologically aware growth. 
This was a genuine political shift.143 In the post-war period the SPD had 
acquired legitimacy by accepting fundamental assumptions of liberal capitalism 
- namely, that the gradual deployment of technical progress would bring 
about a continuous increase in the welfare of society - that modern societies 
faced an infinite trend towards growth and technological progress. It further 
assumed that this would go hand in hand with the gradual development of 
socialism. This was not a peculiarity of German socialists. The entire socialist 
movement, including communists, accepted this teleological view, present, in 
one form or another, throughout Marx's own writings and shared by all 
liberals since the days of the Enlightenment. 'History is on our side' is, 
perhaps inevitably, the battle· cry of all progressive forces. The real line of 
demarcation between liberals and socialists was that the latter believed that 
'progress', if abandoned to the market, would generate major social problems. 
During the golden age of capitaHsm, this line had become blurred. Now 
socialists, because of the Green movement and the end of the golden age, had 
regained their suspicion of capitalist development. They realized that the 
untrammelled development of the productive forces led to the destruction of 
the environment. A mechanism had to be found to ensure qualitative rather 
than quantitative growth. As Willy Brandt put it, we did not need more but 
better medicines, not more cars but safer and cleaner ones.144 Qualitative 
growth accepted that nature's productivity was not infinite, that there was not 
an endless supply of lakes and rivers to pollute, and that water and air were 
not 'free' goods. This green politics, claimed the SPD, did not have be pursued 
at the expense of employment as many Greens asserted. Investment in the 
environment could be job-intensive. The so-called limits to growth were limits 
to a kind of development which disregarded environmental constraints. 

How to achieve ecologically responsible growth? The SPD was careful to 
avoid any suggestion that the best way was through centrally administered 
control or by increasing public investment. The way forward was a com
bination of elements: the democratization of the economy; the consolidation 
of co-determination; strong trade unions; and state action. 145 This was not an 
anti-capitalist position. The Berlin Programme maintained that 'capital must 
serve humanity, not humanity capital'.146 The possibility that humanity would 
be better served by abolishing capitalism \vas pointedly avoided. The 'mixed 
economy in which competition and government measures complement each 
other ... has proved itself to be exceedingly productive and superior to all 
forms of centralised economic government.'147 

Though aware that environmental control in a single country, especially 
after Chernobyl, was limited in scope, the SPD believed that the power of 
the Federal Republic was such that it offered considerable scope for state 
action: 'Those who only wait for European or global regulations will not get 
them in the end.,148 The appropriate mechanisms were taxes and financial 
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incentives: 'Anything that is ecologically harmful must become more ex
pensive, anything that is right for the environment must become economically 
more advantageous.'149 What this amounted to, in the end, was the market 
principle that the polluters should pay. 

The principle was legitimate, although of limited efficacy. It would not 
stop pollution. It would only make it more expensive and thus dependent on 
opportunity costs. Further taxes on cars or petrol might lead to a reduction 
in car ownership or use by the less well-off members of the community, but 
would not stop the prosperous middle classes who would benefit from lower 
traffic density. Some environmentally expensive goods would no longer be 
worth producing in Germany, if costs were too high. They would then be 
imported from countries where environmental controls were less stringent. 
German firms would shift production to countries willing to tolerate environ
mental damage in order to attract investment. Making the polluters pay 'in 
a single country', while eliminating barriers to trade and capital movement, 
would thus be of limited value. 

The reaction of trade unions was mixed. The rather rough sketch I have 
drawn above in which right-wing social-democratic trade unions always 
confronted middle-class green activists, ignores the con1plexities of real 
politics. The largest German trade union, IG-Metall, was not averse to 
ecological themes, and had strongly supported the programme 'Work and 
Environment' adopted by Lafontaine in the Saar election of March 1985 -
a prototype for the Irsee draft. IG-Chemie was at first on the opposing side, 
but was gradually won over. The n1ain reason was the realization that environ
mental protection, if taken seriously, could turn out to be a vast job creation 
scheme. Already in 1985 sonle two hundred thousand workers were directly 
employed in the environment industry.lso 

Energy-saving had the potential to become a growth industry. The whole 
paraphernalia of emission control, recycling, renewable energy, natural 
resources preservation, the replacement of environmentally harmful products, 
waste managen1ent, reconditioning waste and so on could be seen as a 
business like any other, and one in which Germany had a lead. By 1985, 
Volkswagen was already producing more ecologically sound Of, rather, less 
environmentally destructive - cars than its rivals in France and Italy. Germany 
could export pollution-reducing material to countries which would need them 
if they wanted to export finished goods to Germany which tuet the exacting 
domestic standards. An environmentally regulated Europe might cause 
European firms to lose some competitiveness with other countries, but not 
necessarily within the largest single n1arket in the world. 

Those who saw the endless search for increased safety and environmental 
protection simply as an added cost to business, and tried to limit it, did not 
understand that the effects of new regulations were difficult to anticipate. 
Sweden, for instance, was one of the first countries in the world to have 
compulsory seat belts. When these becan1e adopted in other countries, Sweden 
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became one of the world's leading suppliers. Its lead in products for disabled 
people was similarly recompensed. Conversely, the Swedes' initial suspicions 
about possible radiation dangers from microwave ovens meant they lost their 
chance to have a foothold in that particular market. 1Sl 

Nevertheless, as German unemployment grew, it became increasingly 
difficult to 'self the principle of ecologically regulated growth to the electorate. 
Although, in the late 19805, the SPD did reasonably well in some of the old 
industrial Lander such as North Rhine-Westphalia, Lower Saxony and the 
Saarland, it went on losing votes in those Lander where restructuring success
fully developed the new sciencewbased industries, such as Bavaria and Baden
Wiirttemberg,152 Nor was any success achieved by calling for a reduction in 
working hours, a policy which might have appealed to workers as well as to 
'post-materialists'. A shorter working day had been one of the oldest demands 
of the worldng-class movement. The six-hour day in a thirty-hour working 
week was now proposed to facilitate the division of housework between 
partners, to enable men and women to devote themselves to their children, 
or to engage in training or further education. The demand, however, was 
advanced in a framework which would further regulate the already rigid 
labour market: 'Saturday must not become a regular working day. Sunday 
work should be allowed only in compelling exceptions. We want to restrict 
night work to exceptional situations.'153 The Irsee draft had not mentioned 
this clause; it was inserted in the full programme to placate the unions. 154 

The attempt to compromise between the new and old politics was at its 
most evident in the sections dealing with the environment. Where gender 
was concerned, the tone was less compromising and unmistakably feminist: 

We want a society which is no longer divided into people with either supposedly 
feminine or masculine ways of thinking and acting; in which highly-valued paid 
work is no longer assigned to men, leaving undervalued house and family responsi
bilities to women; in which one half of the population is no longer brought up to 
dominate the other half) with that other half brought up to subordinate itself .... 

Women's consciousness is changing rapidly. They realise more acutely than 
most men do that both women and men are constantly suppressing some of their 
wishes, possibilities and abilities .. Both men and women suffer from the division 
between a masculine and a feminine world. It deforms both genders, alienating 
them from each other , .. we must also transform the working world, so that 
women and men can take on responsibility in the family, for each other and for 
their children. 1 

55 

This was a long way from the class struggle. The SPD now claimed to be 
fighting for 'a child-orientated society',156 while at the Munster Congress of 
the SPD (31 August 1988) Oskar Lafontaine declared that the party's policy 
was not just to return to 'classical' full employment, but to create jobs for 
women. 157 The SPD general secretary, Peter Glatz, announced dramatically 
that the slogan to adopt had to be 'patriarchy must die'.158 

The concluding paragraphs of the Berlin Programme exhibited the charac-
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tenstlc balancing-act of so many party documents. It compensated for its 
feminism and ecologism, first by proposing a 'reform alliance composed of 
social movements old and new', and then by restraining it, abandoning 
symmetry in favour of tradition: 'The core of this alliance continues to be 
our cooperation with the trade unions.'159 This balancing-act, though 
ambiguous and contradictory, was not surprising: real modernizers must never 
lose sight of the past. The drafters of the new programme turned out to be 
more conscious of, and truer to, their history than the revisionists of Bad 
Godesberg. In 1959 German socialism had been described as being rooted 
in Christianity, classical philosophy and humanism. No mention was made of 
Marx. In 1989, as street after street dedicated to Marx and Engels were 
about to be renamed throughout much of Eastern and Central Europe, the 
SPD included 'Marx's historical and sociological doctrine' among the spiritual 
roots of democratic socialism. 160 

The end of the Cold War, the reunification of Germany and the collapse 
of communism had made the international section of the programme obsolete. 
Throughout the world foreign policy makers were reviewing the foundations 
of their policies in the light of the extraordinary changes that had taken 
place. Other sections of the Berlin Programme were not directly affected. In 
fact, the plans for environmental protection would have been particularly 
suitable for dealing with the vast ecological problems of the former DDR.161 
Nevertheless, the reunification of Germany - apart from becoming the 
dominant issue of the 1990 election - dealt a treble blow to the SPD. 

In the first place, it wiped out at a stroke most of the political gains 
achieved by Ostpolitik. The entente with the old East German regime of the 
DDR had not induced a slow and gradual reform, paving the way for an 
even more gradual unification. The regime had collapsed like a pack of cards 
once it had become apparent that its citizens were ready to desert the country 
en masse and seek entry into West Germany via Hungary, and once Gorbachev 
had made it clear that the Red Army would not intervene to save it. That the 
end of the DDR should have damaged the SPD was undeserved; not only 
because all German parties had become supporters of Ostpolitik, and detente 
had forced the Honecker regime to grant concessions on human rights, thus 
contributing to the emergence of public dissent in the DDR, but also because 
detente and Ostpolitik had made possible the advent of a reformer like 
Gorbachev. 162 

In the second place, the collapse of the centrally planned-economies, and 
the advocacy of market reforms in the USSR and the other 'post-communist' 
countries, helped to strengthen the prestige and triumph of pro-market 
ideologies over the social-democratic tradition of the West. This damaged 
even social-democratic parties such as the SPD, which had never advocated 
central planning. For nearly forty years, its main principle had been 'as much 
competition as possible, as much planning as necessary' not the other way 
round. 
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In the third place, the all-German 1990 election delivered a powerful 
advantage to the cnu, which was seen as the main architect of unification 
- though all it had done was to seize the opportunity. The CDU triumphed 
overwhelmingly throughout the new East German Lander, spn strongholds 
in the days of Weimar. Only East Berlin voted for the Left: 34 per cent of 
votes going to the SPD and 30 per cent to the former communist party, the 
PDS (partei des Demokratischen Socialismus - Democratic Socialist Party). 
The party of the former dissidents, Biindis 90, obtained less than 6 per cent. 
Gains in East Germany made good the losses Kohl suffered in the western 
regions. The SPD secured 35.9 per cent in the West, but only 23.6 per cent 
in the East, where it was seen as contaminated by its association with 
socialism. This was quite unwarranted: social democrats had been banned in 
the former DDR, but not Christian democrats and liberals, who had been 
encouraged to form their own parties and who had participated in the 
government as Erich Honecker's junior and loyal allies. They now joined 
their Western counterparts without the slightest public embarrassment. 

It proved impossible for the SPD to campaign in 1990 around the Berlin 
Programme, which had been devised with such a different situation in mind. 
Inevitably, the unification of Germany was the issue of 1990. Ecology and 
feminism, which probably would not have figured so prominently during an 
electoral campaign at the best of times, were barely mentioned. Determined 
campaigners would have pointed out that a strict environmental policy was 
necessary to bring the former DDR up to the level of West Germany, or 
that East German women had achieved more rights in the fields of abortion, 
equality at work and child-care than their Western counterparts. But this 
strategy could have backfired. The environmental problems of the DDR 
were used to show that, after all, West Germany had been an ecological 
paragon all along. The capitalist Federal Republic had an environmental record 
far superior to that of 'real socialism'. The issue of women's rights also 
presented problems. The DDR had a more liberal abortion policy than the 
Federal Republic and a more comprehensive child-care system. But to suggest, 
in the immediate post-reunification climate, that there was anything at all to 
learn from the DDR would not have gained the SPD many votes in the 
eastern Liinder, and would have lost quite a few in the western ones. 

The SPD could not have done well electorally in the former DDR. In 
spite of Helmut Schmidt's and Willy Brandt's eventual enthusiasm for uni
fication, Oskar Lafontaine, correctly interpreting the feelings of his rank and 
file, was, from the very beginning, opposed to rapid unification and refused 
to sign a common declaration with the government, calling J<ohl's ten-point 
plan 'a collection of banalities'.163 The SPD deputy chairman, Horst Ehn1ke, 
had previously attacked the government for having encouraged the mass 
exodus fron1 the East (through Hungary), which led to the pulling down of 
the wall. 164 The greens were even less eager than the SPD to see rapid 
unification. Lafontaine opposed the one-for-one conversion of the two 



RADICALISM IN ITS LAST REDOUBT 

currencies, claiming that it would have catastrophic consequences for the 
East German economy, would cause inflation and a massive increase in public 
spending in the West, and would lead to higher taxes. Though he turned out 
to be right on the cost of unification, it is unrealistic to assume that a two
state situation without a policed border would have been viable: East Germany 
would have collapsed. Nevertheless, Lafontaine's warnings, and the pessimism 
they signalled, clashed with the general euphoria in the East as in the West. 
It looked as if the SPD was against German unity. In reality, it had refused 
to pander to nationalism. This may not pay e1ectorally, but it showed a sense 
of history. As Stefan Berger wrote: 'As a German, to be cautious about 
stirrings of nationalism is not ahistorical. On the contrary it means drawing 
the lessons of twentieth-century German history.'165 

Soon after the election, the brief love affair between Westerners and 
Easterners was over. Lafontaine may not have been far wrong in advocating 
gradual unification, but in politics what matters is to be right at the right 
time. 166 

While Lafontaine was thinking of the costs of unity, I(ohl seized the 
opportunity history had given him and ran with it. Wearing the mantle of 
KaniJer fur Deutschland, he negotiated with Mikhail Gorbachev from a position 
of strength and dealt swiftly with all those Western countries (especially 
Britain) which expressed anxiety at the rise of a powerful and united Germany. 
'Germany is our Motherland, Europe our future,' he announced. 167 The 'new' 
Germany would not go it alone and would remain a loyal member of NATO. 
This satisfied the Western nations - somewhat less than delighted at the 
prospect of a reunited Germany. They had no choice. They could hardly try 
to slow down the tempo of unification. Poland was reassured: its western 
borders - the Odet.-Neisse line - were declared un verletzlich , inviolable. 

Reunification was in fact a takeover. East Germany was completely ab
sorbed into \X'est Germany. The Basic Law and all other Western institutions 
were extended to the East with only minor modifications. The DDR simply 
disappeared. The party of Adenauer, which for so long had looked only to 
the West and ignored Eastern Germany, had become the party of German 
unity. The SPD, which under Schumacher had been the party most committed 
to German unification, had become thoroughly 'westernized'. It had pro
foundly identified itself with the institutions and structures of the Federal 
Republic, a political edifice it had long considered purely temporary. When 
the crunch came, the SPD was reluctant to accept the end of West Germany. 
The new citizens being absorbed would turn out to be either vociferously 
anti-socialist, or nostalgic for the old certainties. Either way, they would be 
rather distant from the new emancipatory politics which had become so 
important to the SPD. 

A greater Germany would have a greater international weight, be subject 
to the temptations of the past, and be less concerned with maintaining its 
links with the European Community - or so the social-democratic leaders 
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implied. Like most West Germans, the SPD had become comfortable in the 
Federal Republic, with its wealth, its strong unions, its system of co
determination and the entire apparatus of diffuse democracy - division of 
powers and federal constitution - which enabled social democrats to rule 
something, somewhere, even when they were in opposition. The German 
social democrats were no longer German 'nationalists', as they had been in 
1914 or, with Schumacher, in 1945; but they had become 'patriotic' about the 
Federal Republic. On th"e back of West German prosperity, the SPD had 
adopted some of the mentality, as well as some of the ideas, of 'post
materialism'. The citizens of former communist lands, about to be absorbed, 
had missed out on the materialism of the consumer society. They wanted the 
same wealth and prosperity their Western counterparts had enjoyed for so 
many years. They wanted freedom, yes, but also BMWs and compact disc 
players. They wanted capitalism. The 'revolution', as it was called, was 
celebrated by a frenetic spending spree in the streets of West Berlin - a 
telling illustration of the victorious appeal of capitalism. Those in East 
Germany who thought that they would lose out in this fast annexation turned 
not to the SPD, but to the former communists of the PDS. It was this party, 
and not the SPD, which became the repository of the hopes (and votes) of 
those who had been negatively affected by massive unemployment (absent 
under the old regime), the disintegration of the traditional industrial structures, 
and the waning of the certitudes of communism. 

Thus, the SPD, in spite of its Europeanism and internationalism, had 
remained a 'national' party (not the same as a nationalist party). The nation 
which had become the centre of its concern was West Germany. Reunification 
had been for long a distant prospect. Willy Brandt, in 1989 so enthusiastic 
about the fall of the wall, had declared only the previous year that the belief 
in reunification was a sham. 168 Other SPD leaders, well before Lafontaine, 
had systematically downplayed it, often on grounds of strict realpolitik. 
Schmidt, for example, in his state of the nation address in 1979, reminded 
his audience that the division of Germany 'is today part of the European 
balance of power that secures peace in Europe ... we Germans cannot allow 
ourselves a political schizophrenia, which on the one hand pursues a realistic 
policy of peace and at the same time carries on an illusionary debate about 
reunification.'169 Helmut Schmidt, the supreme realist, the last great pragmatic 
Kantler of the SPD, later discovered what he already knew: that what was 
illusory one day could become reality the next. 

The defeats suffered by the Swedish, German and British socialists predated 
the collapse of the USSR and Soviet communism. They created a climate in 
which those holding out against market forces appeared to be swimming 
against the tide of history. When communism itself collapsed, this tide became 
unstoppable. Socialism became the most unfashionable word in the political 
dictionary. However, socialists did not disappear. Their parties, tossed and 
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battered, survived. They were still the only serious opponents of conservatives. 
But they could no longer maintain the policies of the past. They could no 
longer advocate the uninhibited use of state planning to rectify the dys
functions of capitalism. They could no longer promise to tax and spend. 
They had to reinvent themselves. Where social democracy was still strong 
and had authentic roots, as in Sweden and Norway, social democrats did not 
engage in as profound a revision as in France or Britain. Yet all parties 
eventually realized that they could no longer carryon in the old manner, 
even if they were not certain what should follow or what else to do. Cutting 
loose from their moorings was only the first part of an operation which, as 
I write, is far from over. Whether the boat thus freed will drift aimlessly into 
the fog of history or find a new course will remain an open question for 
years to come. All we can do in the remaining pages of this book is to give 
a brief account of the development of the new revisionism which has swept 
the West European Left since the mid~ 19805. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

The New Revisionism 

ONE HUNDRED years after the founding of the Second International, Soviet 
communism collapsed. This marked the termination of the first experiment 
in 'actually existing socialism'. Though the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 
1989 surprised everyone, the signs of the impending demise of communism 
had been in the air for some time. Poland and Hungary were already on the 
way towards a post-como1unist system. Slovenia was disengaging from the 
Yugoslav Federation. In the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev had started his 
ultimately unsuccessful attempt to reform communism in March r 985, when 
he became the last of Lenin's successors. By 1989, he had intimated that the 
communist rulers of Central and Eastern Europe could not expect the Soviet 
Union to intervene on their behalf. In September of that year, the reformist 
communist leadership in Hungary opened the border with Austria and, 
through this first chink in what was still called the iron curtain, thousands 
of East Germans Red to West Germany. The Berlin Wall had lost its purpose. 
Its destruction hastened the end of communism. By and large, this process 
had been the task of the communists themselves. A dismayed ruling class 
had lost the will to rule. By the end of 1989, East Germany was swiftly 
moving towards reunification with the Federal Republic. In Czechoslovakia, 
the dissident writer Vaclav Havel was elected president. On Christmas Day 
1989, the communist regime in Romania crumbled, and Nicolae and Elena 
Ceaucescu were shot. Bulgaria and, later, Albania moved rapidly towards a 
multi-party system. By the end of 199 I, the USSR had been dismembered, 
while fragments of the Yugoslav Federation lapsed into civil war. Communism 
in Europe was no longer a reality. Outside Europe, its days also appeared 
numbered. China and Vietnam, nominally under the direction of a communist 
party, were briskly developing a market economy. At the time of writing, 
centrally planned economies are extant only in North I<orea and Cuba. Should 
communism survive in these peripheral formations, an unlikely though not 
impossible prospect, it will not provide the stage for the rebirth of a great 
historical gamble whose failures outweigh its successes. There will be no 
return match. Perceptive communists realized this ten years before the end 
of the Soviet Union: 'we must accept that the phase of socialist development 
which began with the October Revolution has exhausted its driving force' -
so declared Enrico Berlinguer in December 1979.1 
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The socialist and social-democratic parties of Western Europe observed 
the enactment of this tumultuous change with a quiet detachment - as if it 
were not part of their own history. Some practical factors were at work. In 
Britain and Germany the Left was out of power and quite unable to influence 
the West's response. In France, whose foreign policy had been based on an 
entente with Bonn for decades, the creation of a powerful united Germany 
was seen as of greater importance than the disappearance of the USSR. The 
Italian, Belgian, Dutch and other socialist parties could never hope to be 
involved in global politics. These practicalities aside, what remains perplexing 
is the absence throughout of a strong response. The Left observed the 
unfolding of glasnost and perestroika at first with scepticism, then with sympathy, 
as did public opinion, but went no further. The West as a whole, Left and 
Right, offered little practical succour to Gorbachev, preferring instead to 
squeeze out of the situation all possible political advantage so that, should 
he fail, some Cold War gains would have been made. Socialists and social 
democrats behaved as if the path they had followed in the West had so 
diverged from that pursued by the USSR, following Lenin's extraordinary 
experiment, that they could look upon its termination with the same apparent 
equanimity as the other parties of Western Europe. Of course, socialists and 
social democrats had long made their opposition to the regimes of Soviet 
Europe absolutely clear. The 'socialism' which was being constructed there, 
they had argued for years - indeed, from its very inception - was not socialism 
at all. The regimes were only socialist in that 'someone in Moscow pinned 
on them the label of "teal existing socialism" '.2 Social democrats had little 
in common with Stalin and his epigones. Communism so far as they were 
concerned belonged to a different planet. 

Reality was not so simple. Liberals, Christian democrats and conservatives 
lived the collapse of communism with the exhilarating satisfaction of those 
who had unexpectedly turned out to be on the right side of History. They 
had denounced communism not as the wrong application of a just principle 

socialism but as the inevitable consequence of a deleterious ideology 
carried to its logical conclusion. Without the market, they claimed, there 
could be no freedom. No conscious mechanism for the allocation of resources 
could provide greater happiness than the innumerable decisions of millions 
of individual consumers. 

Neither such principled hostility to Soviet communism nor such open 
exultation at its downfall could be voiced by socialists and social democrats. 
However arbitrary the exercise of power, gruesome the repression, inefficient 
the economy and stultifying the bureaucracy, there was no denying that the 
USSR had achieved at least one of the conditions defining a socialist society: 
the absence of capitalism. The collapse of the systenl had not only removed 
the 'deformations' of socialism, but even this one defining feature. Nor could 
social democrats rejoice at the collapse of the centrally planned economy, 
because it did not usher in a social-democratic alternative. On the contrary, 
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the 'market' turned out to be more uncritically worshipped in what was once 
'the Motherland of Socialism' than it had ever been in the West. Disappoint
ingly for those who had lived under the Soviet system, the immediate outcome 
of post-communism was not the anticipated consumer society, but a bazaar 
capitalism of unusual proportions, sustained by the relics of unaccountable 
state companies run as individual fiefdoms by managers on the loose, amid 
the surviving debris of a clumsy and lethargic bureaucracy. The whole 
catastrophic mixture turned out to be the ideal breeding ground for the 
blossoming, if this is the word, of mafia-like criminal organizations. The 
West, Left and Right, while celebrating the development of its own 'European 
Union', could find no contradiction between its pursuit of supra-nationalism 
and its support for the economically damaging splintering of the Soviet U ruon 
into rival nationalisms. 

In this turmoil, the solution offered by the Right, encapsulated in the 
victorious concept of 'the markee, was, unquestionably, the one initially 
preferred by a majority in all former communist countries. Was there a social
democratic alternative? Could not socialists have pointed out that the 
capitalism which had prevailed in Western Europe, so much closer to the 
cultural context of Eastern and Central Europe than to American or Japanese 
capitalism, bore little relationship to the 'free market' so admired in post~ 
Soviet Russia? West European capitalism developed and prospered under the 
aegis of an evet~vigilant state, and had been 'hounded', throughout its 
existence, by a powerful labour movement. Without such 'hounding', the 
various capitalisms of Western Europe would have been politically weak, for 
they enjoyed none of the particular advantages of the USA, with its wide 
open frontier, its large single market, the constant arrival of immigrants 
eager to work, its lack of feudal residues. Nor did European society possess 
the distinctive features of Japan, with its strong ethos of co-operation, its 
cohesion and political continuity. 

Why were the socialists and social democrats so reluctant or so unable to 
trumpet their achievements and provide a perspective for post-communism? 
There are two answers. The first is speculative: they had in a way been pre
empted by Gorbachev, who turned out to be 'standing in' for social demo
cracy. His original intention may have been to make the communist economy 
more efficient, but he soon found himself ineluctably pushed towards 
attempting a 'social-democratic' restructuring of the USSR: introducing market 
reforms gradually, while maintaining a sturdy welfare state which would 
preserve the two single 'social-democratic' features of the Soviet economy: 
full employment and the welfare state.3 However, as he moved towards this, 
his popularity plummeted and he was assailed from all sides, for moving 
either too fast or not fast enough. His great historical merit, well recognized 
in the West but utterly ignored in his homeland, was that he never looked 
back. If the category 'man of destiny' can be used at all, it can be used of 
Gorbachev. The events of 1989 'would not have happened then and in the 
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particular way in which they occurred had it not been for the President of 
the Soviet Union and his remarkable approach,.4 Accusations of indecisiveness, 
so frequently made against Gorbachev in the USSR and echoed in the West, 
did not take into account the uncharted nature of the territory into which he 
ventured. He was more solitary than any modern statesman has ever been, 
supported neither by a discontented intelligentsia, nor by a demoralized and 
apathetic populace.s This was yet another repeat of the interminable Russian 
drama, in which 'the political class generally fails while the intelligentsia is 
anguished and creative'.6 Gorbachev's failure to transform Soviet communism 
into a social denl0cracy suggested that there were no social-democratic 
solutions to the conundrum of post-communist Russia at least in the short 
term. This 'extraordinary historical figure',7 this master tactician, was the 
arch-modernizer of our times. But history is not always on the side of 
modernity. The failure of Gorbachev's project foreclosed the possibility of a 
major social-democratic revival and sanctioned the uncontested, worldwide 
supremacy of the ideology of the free market. 

The second factor behind the silence of West European socialism was 
that its own model was already in crisis before the collapse of communism. 
Social democrats, by and large, had lost faith in traditional social democracy. 
They were not optimistic about their own future. They had doubts about 
themselves. They mentioned socialism less and less. In 1973 the Labour 
Party could still state in its programme that 'Only a socialist strategy now 
makes any sense at all.'s Twenty years later, such a statenlent if made 
would astonish almost all observers. In the opposing camp the situation was 
quite different. Modern conservatives were full of faith and confidence in 
their own ideas. This conviction and determination was promulgated with 
the self-assurance of those who had won all their national battles: Margaret 
Thatcher in Britain (1979, 1983, 1987); Ronald Reagan (19 80, 1984) and 
George Bush (1988) in the USA; Helmut Kohl in Germany (1983, 1987, 
1990, 1994)' The socialists who had been electorally successful in the 1980s 

Gonzalez in Spain, Papandreou in Greece, Craxi in Italy and Mitterrand in 
France could only boast that they had rediscovered the market. Their 
vaunted 'realism' was a sign that they had the resolve to accept the inevitable, 
namely the superiority of capitalism. They paraded their 'tuodernity' as 
evidence that they understood the obsolescence of traditional socialism. 
Elsewhere, as we have seen in the previous chapter, defeat piled upon defeat. 

The 'new' realists the renovadores in Spain, the rijormisli in Italy, the 
modernizers in Britain, les not/veattx rea/iSles in Belgium - built on the revisionist 
tradition initiated by Eduard Bernstein and continued in the late 19 50S by 
Anthony Crosland and the drafters of Bad Godesberg. The neo-revisionism 
of the 19805 and 1990S shared with that of the past the idea that capitalism 
would not be destroyed by a self-generated crisis, or by a revolution, or by 
the steady expansion of public property. 

When the Socialist International was founded in 195 I, its Declaration of 
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Aims, for all its Cold War rhetoric and anti-communism, did not hold back 
from declaring that the aim of socialists was the abolition of capitalism. The 
1989 Stockholm Declaration of the Socialist International claimed freedom, 
solidarity and social justice to be the aims of the movement. The abolition 
of capitalism was not mentioned.9 The long-term aim had to be discarded 
altogether. The loss of an historical dimension effectively delivered socialists 
from a utopian albatross. Capitalism was not a particular transitory phase in 
the historical development of humanity, but a mode of production which 
was subject to political (i.e. non-market) regulation. The task of socialists was 
to devise a regulatory framework which would enable the advancement of 
certain values, such as justice and equality, while ensuring that the viability 
of capitalism was not seriously impaired. 

In practice, this is exactly what West European socialism had always done. 
While its rhetoric looked forward to a non-capitalist society, the way in 
which it exercised power, when it had it, assumed that the system would 
grow and enable capitalists to accumulate further capital; meanwhile, socialists 
would protect workers, extend welfare, redistribute access to education, 
expand health care. What then, if anything, distinguished the great 'neo~ 
revisionist' challenge of the 1980s and 1990S fronl the mainstream tradition 
of socialism? Did the new revisionism amount to no more than the dumping 
of traditionalist symbols and images, the discarding of the utopian vision of 
a socialist society? The evidence is strong: the Italian Communist Party 
discarded its name, the hammer and the sickle, and adopted an oak tree as 
its new syn1bol; the Italian socialists chose a carnation as their symbol in 
1978, while the French socialists and, later, the Labour Party, opted for the 
rose. The implication of the questions, however, is that visions, images and 
symbols are trivial concerns and all that really matters are policies and issues. 
In the world of ordinary women and men, this is far from being the case. 
Would a papal decision to drop the Holy Cross in favour of say the 
'Holy Triangle' be regarded as 'just' a change of logo? Symbols and images 
define and sustain all great social and political movements. They communicate 
a meaning. To modify or dispose of them is the most effective indication of 
change. To say of any church, sect or party that they have 'merely' dropped 
their image and symbols is an oxymoron. Nco-revisionists did not seek to 
change an image in order to remain where they were. It does not follow that 
they knew where to go. 

Neo-revisionism is not a finite doctrinal corpus which can be easily 
analysed. It implies that markets should be regulated by legislation and not 
through state ownership. It means accepting that the object of socialism is 
not the abolition of capitalism, but its co-existence with social justice; that 
regulation of the market will increasingly be a goal achieved by supra-national 
means; that national - and hence parliamentary - sovereignty is a limited 
concept; that the concept of national roads to socialism should be abandoned. 
It means that the historic link with the working class, however defined, is no 
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longer of prinlary importance, and that the trade unions are to be regarded 
as representing workers' interests with no a priori claim to have a greater say 
in politics than other interest groups. It means giving a far greater priority 
than in the past to the concern of consumers. Neo-revisionism entails 
accepting important aspects of the conservative critique of socialism 
including the association between collective provision and bureaucratic inertia. 

Socialist parties in power tended to proceed towards ~neo-tevisionism' 

more rapidly than those in opposition, because they felt the real constraints 
of economic management more acutely. By the mid- I 9908, however, the 
differences had become far less prominent. More generally, neo-revisionism 
meant accepting that socialist parties did not have a plausible response to the 
question: what is to be done about capitalism? Planning used to be the stock 
response but, in the climate of the 1980s and in the context of globalization, 
it looked increasingly outdated. One of the most lucid German Social Demo
crats, Peter Glotz, bluntly asked: 'what kind of economic future does the 
Left want?' His answer, vague as it was, could have come from any part of 
the political spectrum: 

the Left must shelve its centralist megalomania and drop the obsessive conviction 
that the State can effectively manage the whole economy ... As part of its plans 
for exerting control over the market economy, the Left must stand up for 
consumer rights, free investment decisions, the free disposal of assets and a 
decentralised decision making process. 10 

To know that it is necessary to innovate, without knowing how to do it or 
in which direction to proceed, is not necessarily an intellectually vacuous 
position to hold. Neo-revisionists may not know where to go, but they must 
know what precisely needs revising. Otherwise the operation really is purely 
cosmetic. Not all self~styled modernizers are necessarily neo-revisionists: for 
instance, Bryan Gould, widely regarded as one of the more prominent Labour 
Party modernizers in the 1980s, was not a revisionist when it came to policies. 
In his book .. 4 Futllre for Socialism, consciously alluding to Crosland's The 
Future of Socialism, he acknowledged that 'the option of simply reverting to 
the doctrines and policies of the 19608 and 19705 is no longer open to the 
Left.'l! However, he then proceeded to defend the Labour Party's organ
izational link with the trade unions,!2 Clause Four,13 the existing electoral 
system, and argued against a Bill of RightS. 14 He further suggested that the 
Labour Party could and should 'resist' the internationalization of capital, 
while never mentioning the European Community. IS What this position 
exemplified was a desire to renew the image of socialisn1, while defending its 
traditional agenda. By the late 1980s, this operation had lost all credibility. 
Not surprisingly, Gould, defeated in the election to the leadership of the 
Labour Party in 1992, withdrew fronl political life. 

This example indicates that neo-revisionism needs to be defined in terms 
of its content, and not only in terms of presentation. This is far from simple 
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because, as I write, the reappraisal of socialism has just begun. Its future is 
uncertain. How it will evolve is a question to which no clear answer can be 
provided. One should bear in mind, however, that neo-revisionism cannot be 
viewed simply as a right~wing, social~democratic takeover of 'genuine' socialist 
parties, as traditionalists have all too often lamented. Right-wing social 
democrats were pragmatic, trade-union oriented, statist and gradualist social
ists. They had little time for feminism or ecology, which they regarded as 
middle-class fads. In contrast, neo-revisionists often originated from the first 
'New Left', and had been deeply influenced by the new individualist politics 
of the 1960s and I970s. 

These new 'liberal' socialist ideas did not simply crop up in one or two 
countries as a national response to specific problems, such as repeated 
electoral defeats. They developed throughout the socialist parties of Western 
Europe and even in Australia and New Zealand, where, perhaps, they acquired 
their most extreme form.16 

In Norway, the DNA (Labour Party), out of power between 1981 and 
1986, sought to reappropriate the concept of freedom from the bourgeois 
parties. Its 1969 programme had stated that its goal was 'a socialist society'; 
by 198 I this had been replaced by generic values such as freedom, democracy 
and equality.17 By 1989, during the electoral campaign, the DNA emphasized 
individualism and individual freedom, accepted that the state had become 
too burdensome, the public sector too large, and that the state regulation of 
markets should be in the interests of consumers, and not only of producers. 
In the rhetoric of most renewed socialist parties this 'anti-statism' became 
prevalent. There were exceptions, however: the new 1989 draft programme 
of the Austrian socialists had no compunction about declaring that they did 
not wish to reduce government influence: 'What we want is a better quality 
of government and a higher degree of efficiency. Only those who are eco
nomically strong can afford a weak government.'18 

In the countries of Northern Europe, 'modernity' meant the modernization 
of socialist ideas in essence, a partial conversion to the ethos of the market. 
Elsewhere, to embrace modernity meant that the priority was the modern
ization of the country itself, not just the ideas of socialists. This was obviously 
of significant appeal in countries for ever seeking to 'catch up' with Europe 

Spain, Portugal, Greece, Italy but also in a former 'leading' country, such 
as Britain, now struggling to catch up with its more successful rivals on the 
Continent. 

This shift in agenda can be better grasped by examining one of the central 
'modernizing' documents of the British Labour Party, Looking to the Ftlttlre, 
adopted in 1990.19 This document systematically contrasted other 'advanced' 
countries to Britain. A rather gloomy image of the country under Conservative 
rule emerged. Britain was a country, the document claimed, where managers 
and workforce were not supported by the government,20 where production 
was of low quality and value, and for which there was little demand.21 It was 



THE NEW REVISIONISM 737 

a country whose exchange and interest rates were less stable than elsewhere/z 

whose tax system was less fair,z3 and whose competitors were more advanced 
in traInIng, education, science and technology, transport and 
telecommunications, environmental modernization, industrial investment, 
support for small firms, regional policy and export promotion.24 'Far-sighted 
countries', the document continued, such as Germany, Sweden and Denmark, 
encouraged their companies to invest in cleaner and safer products, while 
Britain's great cities were 'grubby and grimy, especially when compared with 
other European cities'.25 Britain invested less in the arts than almost any 
other European Community country; life expectancy for the middle-aged 
was one of the worst in Europe; and it had one of the highest death rates 
from lung cancer in the world.26 Britain had fewer nursery places than Italy, 
France and Belgium,27 and sent more people to prison than any other EC 
country.zs In comparison with other EC countries, British workers were 
disadvantaged when it came to individual and collective rights, and had no 
legally enforceable minimum wage.29 

The purpose of this long list is not to show that the Labour Party believed 
that Britain under the Conservatives was a bleak place to live in, but to make 
two points. The first is that this document, which had the status of a 
programme rather than of an electoral manifesto, made it clear that Britain's 
deficiencies were not the inevitable result of capitalist rule (if that were the 
case, then only socialism could put these right), but of Conservative mis
management. The second, which followed from the first, is that the document 
accepted that, in so far as the economy was concerned, what distinguished 
the Labour Party from its Conservative opponents was a strategy to make 
the British economy more competitive. Far from being against capitalism, 
the Labour Party sought to improve it: 'The difference between ourselves 
and the Consetvatives is not that they accept the market and we do not, but 
that we recognise the limits of the market and they do not.'30 

By itself this was not particularly new. In the early 1960s Harold Wilson, 
speaking, as did Kinnock after 1987, with three consecutive election defeats 
behind his party, pointed to 'the white heat of the technological revolution' 
as the strategic road for closing the gap between Britain's growth performance 
and that of its overseas competitors. This was the essence of the document 
Signposts for the Ig6os, adopted in 1961. Like Looking to the Fitttlre it was a plan 
for economic growth in partnership with private industry to obtain adequate 
investment and modernize backward industries. The documents may appear 
similar, but the political and economic contexts of the 19605 and the 19808 
were strikingly different. In the 19605 there was considerable trust in the 
ability of the state to create the economic instruments for modernization. By 
the 1980s, this trust had evaporated. There was little talk of new instruments 
of intervention in Looking to tbe Future. The document does not even attempt 
to graft an ecological dimension onto a policy for growth, as the SPD had 
tried to do in its Berlin Progranlole (see chapter 23).31 After the defeat of 
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1992, anything that smacked of corporatism and intervention from the top 
sounded too reminiscent of the old days, not 'modern'. The review process 
conducted by the party was about dropping policies which, it was felt, would 
make Labour unelectable. By the end of 1989, Labour had reversed most of 
the policies which had been prominent in 1983 and 1987.32 

Parties in the midst of a major process of revision need to reassert their 
traditional values. The means may change, the image alter, but the ethics stay 
the same. The Labour Party document Democratic Socialist Aims and Values, 
prepared for the 1988 conference, opened with the statement that 'The true 
purpose of democratic socialism and, therefore, the true aim of the Labour 
Party, is the creation of a genuinely free society, in which the fundamental 
objective of government is the protection and extension of individualliberty.'33 
It proceeded to define freedom in terms of the 'material ability' to make 
choices. The role of the state is to ensure that everyone possesses such 
material ability. The rest of the document is a vigorous defence of the need 
for state intervention, action and supervision.34 Some interpreted the docu
ment as marking a retreat from the principles of social equality via state 
redistribution a la Crosland.35 It was probably only the first step. Aims and 
Vall/os sought to recast traditional principles in the more fashionable language 
of the 1980s: social ownership, community, individualism. Socialists, even 
modern socialists, cannot change their ethical principles when they discuss 
ethics. Principles can, of course, be forgotten, or left unmentioned or dis
regarded, while other contradictory policies are pursued. When asked what 
values they have, socialists cannot but reply that they seek to use non-market 
means in order to achieve a desirable state of affairs: namely, a more equitable 
distribution of power. N eo-revisionisnl involves rejecting old policies, not 
old ethical principles, old ways of achieving desirable ends, not the ends. 
This is why the attempts to update values were unsuccessful. Efforts to 
involve members and ordinary citizens in the review process were even less 
successful than similar exercises elsewhere. The debate at the 1988 Labour 
Party Conference on Aims and va/tiCS was ill~attended and poorly conducted36 

as were most of the 'Labour Listen' meetings called while the review 
process was under way. The disaffection of the grassroots reflected a Europe
wide phenomenon: even in Norway few turned up to debate the Labour 
Party's so-called 'Freedom Campaign' of 1989. It is not surprising that Aims 
and Values was forgotten as soon as it was published. 

Its contents, however, survived. Shorn of their positive emphasis on the 
role of the state, they were recast in a manner fitting to Laboues tradition: 
a constitutional change - a sure way of generating debate and concentrating 
attention. The distilled essence of Aims and Values found its way into a new 
Clause Four, adopted by the Labour Party at the end of April 1995, with the 
overwhelming support of the constituencies, at a time of increased member
ship and renewed optimism about eventual electoral victory. By then, however, 
the defence of traditional ethical values had turned into a generic defence of 
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social justice. The Commission on Social Justice - set up at the behest of the 
Labour Party - produced four principles of social justice: 'the equal worth 
of all citizens', the satisfaction of basic needs, equal opportunities, and the 
reduction 'where possible' of 'unjust' inequalities.37 It is difficult to disagree 
with these principles. Not many people appear to advocate - although most 
are quite prepared to tolerate - a society where some people are worth less 
than others, where basic needs are not met, where opportunities are not 
equal, and where unjust inequalities are upheld. 38 

Where the strategic outlook of the Labour Party particularly differed from 
its previously held views, and those of many of its opponents, was that it 
was now wholeheartedly committed to European integration. The party which 
had campaigned for withdrawal in 1983, then wavered in 1987, finally adopted 
a pro-EC position for the 1989 election to the European Parliament. With 
Looking to the Future the Labour Party endorsed the European Social Charter, 
advocated a European Environmental Charter and British membership of 
the exchange rate mechanism. By the time the Maastricht Treaty was drafted 
(1992.), Labour accepted what it was still rejecting in 1988 - namely, the 
creation of a European Central Bank and a common European currency. In 
so doing, Labour's ancient enmity towards European integration was re
nounced. After the single market came into force (1992), the old Alternative 
Economic Strategy, buried since the middle of the 19805, could not be 
exhumed while the country remained in the European Union. The new rules 
would make it impossible to re-establish import controls, indirect subsidies 
and a 'national' regional policy. The Ivlaastricht Treaty had decreed that 
inflation, and not unemployment, was the main enemy. This was now fully 
accepted by the Labour Party and by all other European socialist parties. A 
national toad to social democracy or even modernization \vas no longer 
possible. Here lies the authentic nco-revisionism of the 1990S. 

After its foutth consecutive defeat in 1992, the Labour Party moved even 
more resolutely towards neo-revisionism. The long period in opposition had 
united the party round a single objective: to regain power at virtually any 
cost. The remaining internal divisions reflected either jockeying for party 
posts, or divergence on the speed of change, which proceeded briskly. In 
1993 there was relatively little opposition to the significant reform of the 
trade union block vote. In April 1995, Tony Blair achieved what Gaitskell 
had sought in vain: amid thunderous applause and a few tears of nostalgia, 
Clause Four, Labour's chief sacred cow, was replaced. Like virtually all the 
other socialist parties, the Labour Party too no longer aspired to the common 
ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange. In the 
new statement of principles replacing Clause Four, the Labour Party com
mitted itself to constructing a community in which 'po\ver, wealth and 
opportunity' would be 'in the hands of many not the few'. To achieve these 
ends, what was required was a 'dynamic economy', with 'a thriving private 
sector' and 'high quality public services', a 'just society', an 'open democracy' 



740 THE GREAT CRISIS OF SOCIALISM 

and 'a healthy environment' - noble aspirations with which few would argue. 
In the new economic climate, the parties of the Left throughout Europe 

accepted two fundamental constraints: the electoral undesirability of increasing 
taxes and the primacy of anti-inflationary policies. According to the opinion 
polls, low taxes and low inflation were precisely what people wanted. Socialists, 
of course, knew that opinion polls usually revealed that people had contra
dictory desires: they want lower taxes and more spending on education and 
health; they want low inflation and higher wages. However, it was generally 
felt that the crucial segment of the electorate, the floating voters of the 
centre, were more disturbed by higher taxes than by anything else. Those in 
employment had seen a sharp increase in their standard of living. This 
contented majority effectively silenced the growing underclass, while rich and 
poor had few expectations of improvements resulting from government 
policies.39 By fighting in 1993-94 against unpopular VAT increases, Labour 
reinforced the popular consensus against all taxes. Anti-inflationary policies 
imposed a substantial restriction on public expenditure, but massive un
employment exercised a constant pressure to expand it. In addition to having 
to provide for welfare and unemployment benefits, governments were faced 
with the huge costs associated with joblessness: poor health, family break
down, criminality. 

The kind of acceptable economic growth needed to generate full employ
ment (however redefined) was now beyond the capabilities of the European 
nation-states. Could the European Community provide the supra-national 
instruments necessary to accomplish what the nation-state could no longer 
achieve? The answer could only be 'no' or 'not yet'. Without a new supra
national regulatory regime, the only mechanism which could ensure a move 
towards full employment was the market (i.e. the world economy). Only neo
liberals could hold these beliefs. It should be added that the chances that full 
employment would be achieved in harmony with the market, as occurred in 
the 19 50S and 1960s, were remote in the 1990s, when the markets were 
alarmed whenever unemployment decreased. 40 

The dilemma of the Labour Party - whether to pursue unpopular high 
taxation policies, or turn its back on redistribution was thus a genuine, 
historically determined one. It was not the result of mistakes or betrayal by 
leaders. Above all, it was not unique. A glance at the other parties of the 
West European Left shows how widespread were the pressures towards tax 
reduction. 

In Germany, for instance, the SPD which, like the Labour Party, had 
faced a series of consecutive defeats, was gradually forced to demand lower 
taxes and relinquish some of the policies which appealed to the supporters 
of the 'new politics'. It did not use its majority in the Bundesrat to force the 
coalition government to abandon new VAT increases. 41 In May 1994 the 
new SPD leader, Rudolf Scharping, launched the party's new tax plan, 
proposing tax cuts for the lower paid and limiting the tax surcharge imposed 
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to pay for unification to the higher-income earners. However, a large number 
of middle-income earners were caught on the wrong side of the threshold.42 

Middle-class resistance to taxation probably made a difference to the election 
results, which saw a narrow victory for Helmut Kohl, his fourth. 

In Holland, the PvdA had fought the 1986 election defending the welfare 
state and opposing the deployment of cruise missiles. Although it won more 
votes and seats than in 1982, it was unable to avoid being excluded from the 
government a coalition of Christian Democrats and Liberals under the CD 
leader Ruud Lubbers (see chapter 17).43 Its exclusion was due, in essence, to 
its defence policy, which was opposed by its potential coalition partners. 
This led, however, to a wide-ranging reappraisal of the party's ideology not 
confined to defence issues. 

In 1988, one of the party neo-revisionists and director of its research 
department, Paul I<lama, wrote Het socialisme op sterk lvater (,Socialism in Rough 
Waters'), which quickly became the de facto manifesto of the modernizers. 
The party was warned not to respond to the offensive of those who asserted 
the superiority of the market by retreating into the traditional socialist 
position, which equated the market with exploitation. What it should do was 
to accept that 'when the market actually works', it is 'better able than any 
other mechanism to chart reliably the economic performances of companies 
and cater for the preferences of consumers'; that capitalism was a condition 
of democracy; and that the welfare state had to be reformed in order to 
strike a new balance between efficiency and justice.44 Successive party reports 
suggested organizational changes aimed at making it more open to outside 
debates. In 1987, a party commission chaired by the former prime minister, 
Jan Pronk, produced a long document called SChttizlende panelen ('Shifting 
Panels') and subtitled 'Continuity and renewal in social democracy'. It 
suggested the party should drop the goal of the shorter working week, but 
advocated a basic income for the unemployed, suggested more co-operation 
with NATO, and less opposition to nuclear defence.45 The report pointed 
out that the rOOOl for manoeuvre open to any Dutch government would be 
limited not only by the internationalization of the economy, but also by the 
increasingly strong position of 'market partners' such as banks, public sector 
interest groups, and the like. 46 

The new conciliatory attitude towards potential coalition partners paid 
off. In 1989 the PvdA returned to government in a CD-led coalition. The 
new PvdA parliamentary leader, Wim I<ok, became finance minister. Govern
ment responsibility did not stop the proliferation of party documents and 
programmes. Much of Dutch socialist revisionism addressed questions of 
organization and membership. This reflected the disintegration of the stable 
dividing lines in Dutch society, the verzuiling system of sub-cultures such as 
socialist, Protestant, Catholic and liberal (see chapter 1 I), and the necessity 
of accepting that old loyalties were breaking down (what was called in Britain 
dealignment - see chapter 22). But the 1991 report, Ben partii om Ie kiezen ('A 
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Party to Choose' - adopted in March 1992), also dealt with ideology. It 
proposed de-emphasizing the working class, stressed social justice and the 
fight against poverty, and accepted the market as the best mechanism for 
increasing wealth in short, all the central tenets of neo-revisionism.47 Given 
that the PvdA was able in 1994 to lead the first government in modern 
Dutch history without the Christian democrats, the supporters of neo
revisionism could use the Dutch case as a model (though they would have 
to explain the defeats of the Left in Britain in 1992, France in 1993 and Italy 
in 1994)' It is, of course, impossible to establish a clear connection between 
electoral performance and programmatic renewal. What the Dutch case and 
others like it illustrate was that a majority of socialists now assumed that 
much of what they had hitherto considered as the basis of their ideas and 
principles had become an obstacle to political advance. 

Not many, though, went as far as the leader of the Finnish Social Demo
cratic Patty, Paavo Lipponen, who, having lost the general election in 1991, 
embraced market reforms with such alacrity as to declare - admittedly to the 
Financial Times - 'I am a liberal in the sense that I believe people have really 
suffered because of lack of competition. We need a real paradigm change ... 
We have to get more flexibility and reduce labour costs and social security 
costS.'48 In 1995 he had become prime minister. 

Socialists in small countries realized that the constraints upon state action 
would grow and that their scope would be increasingly limited. The socialist 
leaders of Austria, Sweden, Norway and Finland discarded their long-standing 
opposition to membership of the European Union. By 1994, popular refer~ 
enda in three of these countries backed entry - Norway remained the 
exception, as had been the case in 1972. The trend toward interdependence 
was regarded by all as irreversible. The Austrian socialists' 'Proposals for 
Discussion on the Future of Austria' (October 1989) declared that: 

By the turn of the century, the interdependence of states and nations will have 
grown ever stronger and manifested itself in areas even more varied than it does 
today. Consequently, the scope for action of a small state like Austria will be 
influenced increasingly by external factors. 49 

Throughout this document the Austrian socialists referred to themselves as 
'social democrats'. The draft contained endless positive references to the 
market, each tempered by a limiting clause reminiscent of the famous Bad 
Godesberg passage 'the market when possible, planning when necessary'. 
For instance, it stated that: 

Social~democratic economic policies draw on the dynamism of a competitive 
economy and make use of market mechanisms. But in contrast to conservative 
concepts, it is not limited to these two factors. It seeks to build into the system 
a network of social safeguards against threats to one's livelihood. It combines the 
achievement principle with the principle of solidarity. 50 
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This principle of solidarity, however, was being considerably modified by the 
suggestion that 'tomorrow's welfare state' should be based on the principle 
of 'who really needs help?' an obvious reference to the need to abandon 
the principle of universal benefits. 51 As the draft was being printed, the 
Berlin Wall collapsed. This accelerated the 'modernization' of the party. In 
June 1991 it changed its name (but not its initials) to the 'Austrian Social 
Democratic Party'. 

The Swedish SAP, often seen as the moderate alternative to the radicalism 
of Southern socialist and communist parties, at first proved resistant to neo
revisionism, even though, as we saw in chapters 17 and 2.3, its staunchest 
supporters had to take stock of certain hard facts. The celebrated active 
labour n1arket policy could not create employment. It was a policy which 
was admirably well suited to preserving full employment, when it ensured 
labour mobility. Swedish full employment had been created by the expansion 
in international demand in the 1950s; once the golden age had come to a 
close, it had been sustained by a policy of devaluation and expansion of 
public sector employment. 52 Government economists and social democrats 
alike agreed that neither instrument could be resorted to indefinitely. 

Supporters of the 'bourgeois' parties suggested that the krona should 
eventually enter a fixed exchange rate system, such as the European BRM, 
that the public debt should be stabilized, and that the central bank should be 
made independent of government. 53 They advocated the extensive deregulation 
of what had been one of the lnost regulated labour markets in the world, an 
increase in competition for services produced by the public sector, and the 
decentralization of public sector wage bargaining.54 In his 1993 Tinbergen 
lecture Assar Lindbeck, a relatively recent recruit to the ranks of neo
conservatism, dealt with the problems of an over-extended welfare state (i.e. 
one which absorbs too high a percentage of public expenditure), and suggested 
a shift frOOl welfare to 'workfare' a system increasingly used in the USA, 
where welfare payments are olade on condition that recipients accept work 
offered or participation in training programmes. 55 The idea behind this and 
similar schemes was a tightening of the criteria for receiving benefits in order 
to maximize the disincentive to staying unemployed. 56 It should be noted, 
however, that a kind of 'workfare' system already existed in Sweden, but in 
the context of an effective labour market policy: the Swedish employment 
service, whose task it is to find jobs for those out of work, employed twenty 
times more people than its British equivalent. 57 

Thus, even in Sweden the intellectual climate had shifted somewhat towards 
neo-liberal positions, at least among the supporters of the 'bourgeois' 
government of 1991-94. In this way, one of the central conditions for the 
growth of neo-revisionism on the Left was fulfilled: the breaking down of a 
long-standing national social-democratic consensus. In late twentieth-century 
Western European political systems, a sharp polarization between Left and 
Right was unusual. In the period of social-democratic hegemony (1945-75), 
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the 'Right' had adopted many of the positions of the Left. By the 1990s, the 
position had been reversed: a new right-of-centre consensus emerged. Left
wing shifts to the right necessarily had to be preceded or accompanied by 
the rightward movement of conservative parties. Sweden was no exception 
to this general rule. Between 1976 and 1982., Swedish bourgeois governments 
behaved like social democrats. After 1991 and the defeat of the Meidner 
Plan, the Right had a stock of ideas (deregulation, entrepreneurship etc.), 
which they could use against the social democrats. Inside the SAP, well 
before 1991, modernizers had established a bridgehead. 

The proletarian tradition and rhetoric of the Swedish labour movement 
had come under fire ever since the early 19 80S. There was a decidedly 
'unmodern' air about Swedish social democracy. There still existed remnants 
of a working-class consciousness which could be dated back to the 192.0S 
and 1930s. The old idea of constructing the jolkhem or 'people's home' the 
Swedish idea of a true social-democratic welfare state - had a certain ring of 
puritanism and austerity. Its institutions the 'Young Eagles' as the 'left' 
alternative to the Scouts, other youth organizations, the co-operative 
movement, the sports clubs, the housing co-operatives, the workers' press, 
the workers' educational association, the tenants union, the pensioners' 
organizations appeared to belong to a different era.58 Neo-revisionists were 
growing intolerant not simply of the old imagery, but of the centrepiece of 
the SAP economic management of the economy namely, its 'rigid' labour 
market. One of the leading Swedish neo-revisionists, Berndt Ahlqvist warned 
social democrats in a controversial book that in the new interdependent 
world they would have to give up many of their hallowed notions. 59 

Many of these views were developed by I<;ell-Olof Feldt, the SAP minister 
of finance (1982.-9°). He and his principal adviser, I<1as Eklund, had long 
criticized the debilitating effects of the Swedish tax system (a traditional 
position of the Right).60 They spoke on behalf of an articulate group of 
'liberal' socialists who advocated greater reliance on market forces, less 
regulation, a smaller public sector share, lower rates of tax even if this implied 
high profits, more 'yuppie' millionaires, and lower real wages.61 They were 
warmly applauded, to their embarrassment, by the Conservative Party. In 
1989 Feldt argued in the theoretical journal of the SAP that the movement 
should accept the fact that the market economy had won the contest against 
the only known alternative - the command economy - and had done more 
to abolish poverty than any government.62 In 1989-90, with the help of the 
Liberal Party, Feldt pushed through a tax reform which reduced the marginal 
rate for most employees to OEeD acc1aim.63 Until that time, the tax 
policies of the social democrats had been a key instrument of redistribution. 
The net effect of the reform, however, was to finance the large shortfall in 
revenues caused by the decrease in direct taxation mainly through an extension 
of VAT.64 Earlier, in 1985-6, the financial markets had been deregulated and 
exchange controls abolished. On the back of the international recovery, 
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Sweden recovered a sound growth rate and a balance of payments surplus. 
The budget deficit had been eliminated without cutting welfare spending. 
Unemployment, already exceptionally low by OECD standards, fell from 3.5 
per cent in 1983 to 2 per cent in 1988. However, Sweden's high inflation rate 
(6.6 per cent in 1989, against an OECD average of 4.5 per cent) was 
threatening to bring about a new balance of payments deficit.65 Feldt's reaction 
was to propose, in February 1990, an economic package whose main feature 
was a strict wage freeze and a ban on strikes for two years. It had come less 
than a year after the unions had forced him to abandon another deflationary 
package.66 These new proposals were initially accepted by the LO leadership, 
but caused rank-and-file uproar which forced the government to retreat and 
Feldt to resign. 67 

Swedish social democracy had proved more resistant to outright neo
revisionism than its weaker counterparts in Britain and Germany, but this 
resistance had limits. As Pontusson has indicated, Feldt went but his ideas 
survived. Public opinion had shifted to the right. 68 The SAP government was 
forced to defer the three promises they had made in 1988: the introduction 
of a sixth week of paid holidays; the extension of parental leave; and the 
expansion of the public day-care programme.69 

The austerity measures which the SAP implemented contributed to the 
rise of unemployment. As a result, the SAP was out of office for three years 
(1991-94). Its membership had begun to decline rapidly in 1977,70 as had that 
of the N01'\Vegian Labour Party.7! The industrial unions lost power and prestige. 
The employers' association withdrew from centralized bargaining. Decentral
ization - often a banner under which public expenditure is cut becanle the 
catchword of the late 19805 in Sweden toO.72 The Metalworkers' Union (by 
far the strongest union in the manufacturing sector, with 470,000 members) 
had adopted a 'modernizing' document in 1985, 'Rewarding Work', which 
became the official policy of the entire LO in 199 I. This aimed at reforming 
the workplace by integrating fragmented production jobs and transferring 
administrative decision-making to the shop floor.73 Some of these principles 
were at work in the highly publicized experiment at the Volvo assembly plant 
in Uddevalla which started in 1989. This, however, remained a show case for 
radical work reform largely because it was not integrated with the rest of the 
company.74 At best, this experiment could be seen as an attempt by the labour 
movement to embrace the concept of labour flexibility; it was not a response 
to the internationalization of Swedish industry. The crucial variable remained 
productivity. Under a regime of relatively high wages, Swedish firms were 
compelled to increase productivity as fast as their immediate competitors or 
to relocate an increasing proportion of their production abroad. 7s 

When capitalism changes, so must socialism. As Pontusson has pointed 
out, the ascendancy of Swedish social democracy in the 1930$ coincided with 
a decline in the country's dependence on foreign trade. 76 It is thus not 
surprising if the ideological weakness of the SAP coincided with the growth 
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of interdependence (as illustrated in chapter 17). This development was at 
the heart of the SAP volte-face of 1990 when it decided to apply to join the 
EC. The decision was backed by the electorate in a referendum held in 
November 1994, two months after the SAP had been returned to government. 
Swedish social democracy had survived, but its agenda had to conform to a 
situation quite different from that which had forged the Swedish model: it 
now faced mass unemployment, pressures to contain inflation, the end of 
centralized bargaining, a flexible labour market, the collapse of the manu
facturing sector, the loss of national control over the economy all obstacles 
to the expansion of the welfare state. 

The Swedish model may be dead in the sense that the conditions which 
made it possible have been irreversibly modified. Nevertheless, its resistance 
has been remarkable. In 1993, the Swedish economy had been shrinking for 
three years in a row; the krona had been devalued again the previous year 
(to prepare for entry to the EC); and labour costs had fallen to seventh place 
in Europe. But the tax burden was still 60 per cent of GNP (against a 40 
per cent Ee average); employers' contributions still represented 31 per cent 
of salary; wage differentials were still lower than elsewhere in Europe; and 
maternity and paternity leave were still very generous.77 

In terms of programmes, the SAP remained to the left of most other 
social-democratic parties. The political platform agreed between the SAP 
and the LO (Z4January 1991) highlighted a set of traditional guidelines: the 
maintenance of full employment (which disappeared soon after) and a uni
versal (not means-tested) welfare state.78 In the 19 50S and 1960s the SAP had 
been stigmatized for its moderation and its reluctance to extend the public 
sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, as the market was being celebrated as the 
best mechanism for the distribution of resources by socialists (and former 
communists) in much of Europe, the SAP was still talking of transforming 

society in such a way that the right of determination over production and its 
distribution is placed in the hands of the entire nation and that the members of 
society are emancipated from dependence on power groupings of any 1cind beyond 
their control and a social order based on classes is superseded by a community of 
people in partnership on a basis of liberty and equality. 79 

The difference from the previous programme was that the SAP was now 
fully conscious that: 

The ongoing internacionalisation of the economy is confronting the labour move
ment in Sweden, as in other countries, with new problems .. The international~ 
isation of capital is making it more difficult for trade union organisations to 

safeguard workers) interests. It is limiting the ability of the Government, the Bank 
of Sweden and the Swedish Riksdag to accomplish the national objectives defined 
by the democratic process.so 

This alone explains the Swedish decision to JOIn the European Union. 
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Socialism had no other recourse than to follow capitalism. As Olof Palme 
had said as far back as 1975: 'We socialists live to some extent in symbiosis 
with capitalisn1. The labour movement was a reaction to capitalism.'81 

Countries with a strong and successful social-democratic tradition, such as 
Austria, Sweden and Norway, offered greater resistance to neo-revisionist 
tendencies. In Sweden the 1995 package to cut public spending - including 
unemployment, sickness and parental leave benefits - was partly moderated 
by proposals to increase taxes. 82 In Austria, the SPO-led coalition fought 
hard to avoid reducing welfare entitlements.83 

Where the social-democratic tradition was weaker, as in Germany and 
Britain (where the parties were in opposition), or non-existent, as in France 
and most of the rest of Southern Europe (where they were still in power), 
there was less opposition. But there were also 'local' factors at work. 

The Spanish Socialist Party, the PSOE, embarked on the path of pro
grammatic renewal in the mid-I980s, not in order to become more acceptable 
to an electorate afraid of left-wing radicalism ~ as in Britain but because 
it self-confidently assumed that it would govern Spain for a long time: hence 
the title Programa 2000.84 Commentators have suggested various motives behind 
this vast effort: to consolidate the influence of the socialists in Spanish 
society; to make Gonzalez's neo-liberal economic policies and pro-Atlantic 
stance more acceptable to traditional socialists and left·wing intellectuals 
perturbed by the short-termism of their government, or, more simply, to 
promote the rise of Alfonso Guerra and his friends (the main force behind 
Programa 2000) within the party.8S 

The 1990 draft of the PSOE manifesto opened with the central theme of 
Southern European neo-revisionism: modernization.86 The PSOE unlike 
the British Labour Party which saw transnational economic integration as a 
reality it had to accept welcomed the increased internationalization of the 
economy, the emergence of a world system and a politically united Europe.s7 

This was accompanied by an unequivocally pro-market assertion: 'the market 
is the most efficient known means for the allocation of resources ... socialists 
reaffirm the necessity for a mixed and shared economy ... In the economic 
arena, the State must act as a strategic agent guiding the economic growth 
which is created by private initiative.'8s The idea that the state can exercise 
its strategic role only by being the direct owner of a strategic sector of the 
econon1Y was thus abandoned in Spain, as it was in Italy by both the PSI and 
the PCI (after it changed its name), and in Britain by the Labour Party. 

Where traditional rhetoric survived, it was for the purpose of internal 
factional struggle. Thus the 'Declaration of Principles' of the French Parti 
socialiste (March 1990) had a decidedly 'left' tone. It claimed that the PS 
'puts reformism at the service of revolutionary hopes, thus continuing the 
historical tradition of democratic socialism'.S9 Its tnain objective, however, 
was to isolate Michel Rocard. Similarly, Progrczmcz 2000 was used by Guerra to 
strengthen his own hold over the PSOE. 
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The PSOE's modernization drive failed to do much for those without 
jobs. Spain's unemployment remained the highest in Europe even at the 
height of the boom of the late 19805.90 Instead of creating employment, the 
PSOE government initially destroyed 500,000 jobs, privatizing large sectors 
of industry, increasing taxation, and pushing up interest rates to deflate the 
economy.91 It then proceeded to expand the public sector bureaucracy. 
Gonzalez justified his policies by indicating the difficulty of creating a welfare 
state at a time of crisis.92 Nevertheless, prodded by the trade unions, the 
PSOE expanded health and pensions and doubled spending on education. 
As Patrick Camiller has pointed out, Gonzalez had not been pursuing a 
Spanish equivalent of Thatcherism.93 

The PSOE was also successful in reducing inflation and - between 1987 

and 1990 - achieving the highest growth rates in the OECD, winning four 
elections in a row. Towards the end of the Gonzalez era, however, the party 
was engulfed by mounting accusations of corruption, of using the security 
services against political opponents, of over-extending patronage, and of 
excessive concentration of power in the hands of the leader. 

Protests at the high level of unemployment were muted. When pensions 
had come under attack in 1988, by contrast, the response had not been 
feeble. The rival UGT and CC.OO. unions united to paralyse the country by 
'the most effective strike action in Western Europe in the I 980s '. 94 The 
PSOE gave in and granted considerable increases in spending on health, 
pensions and unemployment compensation. In practice, the socialist govern
ment of Spain had pursued economic policies indistinguishable from those 
that enlightened Spanish conservatives - had they existed would have 
pursued.95 

Like Craxi's PSI in Italy, the PSOE had become 'the vehicle for the coming 
to power of a new class of upwardly mobile professionals'.96 There is little 
doubt that the PSOE, the PSI and, to a lesser extent, the French PS attracted 
in the 1980s a considerable share of what might be regarded as 'yuppie 
socialists'. This, however, was not the hallmark of Southern European neo
revisionism, only one of its less pleasant by-products. The attempted renewal 
of the parties of the Left cannot be reduced to the simplistic notion that 
they were taken over by careerists. Organizations are always eventually taken 
over by professionals. These are like pilots on a ship in a stormy sea: they 
may be able to keep the vessel afloat, but changing course is beyond most 
of them. Towards the end of the twentieth century, the organizations of 
European socialism had a simple choice: either self-isolation in the hope of 
better days the option followed by the French, Portuguese and Greek 
communist parties; or adjustment to the new course taken by capitalism. 
How they should adjust was far from clear. But not all revisionism had to 
pursue identical paths. Countries and parties are different. They might be 
shaped by the same global environment, but they retain distinctive traits. 

In Italy, for instance, it is necessary to distinguish between the neo-
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reVISIonism of the PSI, a party which was in government throughout the 
1980s, and that of the PCI. The neo-revisionism of the PSI was adopted not 
only to meet a new situation, but to demarcate itself as clearly as possible 
from the PCI. This was not always easy, because the neo-revisionism of the 
PCI was directed towards minimizing its ideological differences with the PSI. 
The image all this conjured up was of a communist party in hot pursuit of 
the socialists. Every revision made by the PCI was supposed to demonstrate 
that it had finally abandoned its communist past and embraced 'European' 
social democracy. Yet every time it en1phasized the decisive nature of its last 
step, the PCI implicitly admitted that its critics had been right all along: until 
this final move, it had still been tainted by some of the sins of communism. 
The PCI found itself constantly on the defensive, as if on trial: whenever it 
accepted a charge made by the prosecution and pronounced a mea culpa, a 
new indictment would spring up. The great paradox was that while the PCI 
was asked again and again to prove its commitment to Western democratic 
values, the two dominant Italian parties, the PSI and the DC, systematically 
ransacked the public purse. 

The neo-revisionism of the PSI consisted in occupying - at least in rhetoric 
the political space which no other Italian party could inhabit, that of a 

modernizing neo-liberal party. Both the DC and the PCI were parties com
mitted to public spending and social protection. The PSI appeared less 
encumbered. It could cultivate the rising entrepreneurial middle classes of 
Milan and the rest of Lombardy, while continuing to appeal to a (diminishing) 
proportion of skilled workers. By the end of 1989, its purported economic 
policies of fiscal rigour, public sector efficiency and privatization were virtually 
indistinguishable from those of neo-liberals.97 In the south, however, the 
practice of the PSI was frankly clientelist and hence in direct competition with 
the DC, which is why, in 1990, it reaffirmed its traditional belief that the 
public sector would be determinant in ending the backwardness of the 
Mezzogiorno. 98 There was thus a profound contradiction between an inter
ventionist strategy in the south and a neo-liberal one in the north. In 'image' 
tern1S the neo-liberal strategy prevailed: in the 1980$ the PSI sought to decrease 
inAation and the budget deficit, deregulate the financial and labour markets 
and reform the welfare system. In reality, the PSI had become an alter ego 
of the DC; by 1992, it had become a thoroughly clientelist party, particularly 
strong in the south. Bribery had become a common mechanism for replenish
ing the coffers of the party and enriching some of its leading members.99 
When the corruption scandals demolished Italy's 'first republic' (1992-94), a 
section of the DC survived, but the PSI, which had just celebrated its 
centenary, was utterly destroyed. It was dissolved on 12 November 1994 - an 
ignominious end for Italy's oldest party. Many of its leaders were investigated 
or indicted for bribery. Craxi fled the country and took refuge in his Tunisian 
villa to avoid possible imprisonment. The champion of modernity had become 
the supreme example of everything that was old and corrupt in Italy,lOO 
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It should not he thought that neo-revisionism was simply the adoption of 
neo-liberalism by socialist parties. All socialists tried to maintain and defend 
the welfare state. Where this had taken the form of clientelism, the socialists 
defended and expanded it, as Craxi had done in southern Italy and Gonzalez 
in Andalusia and Extremadura, where he enjoyed growing political support. 101 

The French socialists, while remaining committed to a strong franc and wage 
control, did not stop protecting the welfare state. All this exemplified the 
predicament of late twentieth-century socialists. They were forced to turn 
away from I<eynesian state interventionism, but could not and would not 
become anti-welfare parties. Yet all parties had to offer obeisance to the 
principle of the fight against inflation. Mote than by any direct act of 
governments, the welfare state was damaged by anti-inflationary policies, 
which led to greater unemployment. This, in turn, damaged the welfare state, 
unable to cope with such high levels of joblessness. Unemployment turned 
out to be the fundamental anti-inflationary mechanism of the 1980s. In this 
situation the crisis of socialist ideas was not a surprising state of affairs, since 
there is no widespread agreement among economists about what kind of 
policies, if any, would accomplish the goal of a non-inflationary return to 
higher levels of employment. 102 A consensus emerged whereby governments 
were expected to follow an anti-inflationary path, more or less regardless of 
the employment consequences. In some countries, this was supposed to mean 
keeping a tight control over interest rates; in others, on public spending and 
hence public sector pay. 

Once committed to anti-inflationary policies, socialists inevitably con
fronted the unions. Where modernizers were in charge, this confrontation 
was conducted with the rationale of going beyond the old class politics or 
in the name of efficiency. Thus, when Craxi became prime minister (1983), 
he introduced a minor modification of indexation by decree (February 1984), 
which the majority of the trade unions, demoralized and divided (the modifi
cation affected only a minority of workers), accepted. The communist-led 
CGIL federation fought back, but lost the referendum it had launched Oune 
1985). The decree made relatively little difference to wage levels, but it 
signalled the end of an era of trade union power. I03 

The PSI's confrontation with the unions was not unique to Italy. In Greece, 
Papandreou sought to subject the unions to control via legislation. 104 In 
France, the socialists had de-indexed wages, something which the Right would 
have found difficult to do. lOS In Northern Europe, the unions - still relatively 
powerful were treated \vith greater respect. 

Another common feature of Southern European modernizers was the 
emphasis on leadership. The PSI, in particular, sought to establish what was 
commonly referred to as a 'decisionist' style, a 'resolute' approach to politics 
(a similar style was cultivated by the Thatcher leadership in Britain). Here a 
major role was played by Craxi himself, whose political profile stood out in 
the otherwise relatively grey world of Italian politics - as was true of Gonzalez 
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in Spain and Papandreou in Greece. By 1981, Craxi had established an 
unparalleled degree of personal power inside the PSI. 106 For all the criticism 
levelled at the cult of personality, no Italian communist leader, not even 
Palmiro To gli a tti , ever enjoyed during his lifetime the sycophantic praise 
Craxi received from so many of his supporters. t07 Craxi's leadership style 
paved the way for Silvio Berlusconi. Indeed, once he became prime minister 
Craxi developed a close friendship with Berlusconi, who was beginning to 
build up his own private media empire. This was mutually beneficial. Berlus
coni, unhindered by any regulatory or anti-trust legislation, established a 
private television monopoly which regularly supported Craxi. 108 

Craxi, who defined his brand of socialism as 'liberal socialism') had become 
obsessed with the theme of 'governability', and sought to strengthen the 
executive pending a thorough reform of the Italian policy and its transforn1a
tion into a presidential republic. 109 Nevertheless, the official documentation 
of the PSI, including its manifestos and programmes, tended to be couched 
in a generic and vague language (like that of most other Italian political 
parties), which refrained from making definite political commitments.11o This 
is one of the reasons why the famed 'modernization' of the PSI was always 
nebulous. In Italy, as in other Southern European countries, modernity means 
adopting a foreign model. In the first phase of Craxi's reconstruction of the 
PSI, the goal seemed to be that of building an Italian-style Labour Party. It 
soon became apparent that the majority of the working class would remain 
loyal to the PCI. Then Craxi turned for inspiration to Mitterrand's Parti 
Socialiste - particularly enticing as the PS had just supplanted the peF as the 
largest party of the French Left. The idea was to adopt the French model 
of a federation of 'clubs'. What actually developed was an Italian replica of 
the old and discredited SFIO of the Mollet years: a set of federations 
controlled by local bosses, usually loyal to Ctaxi, who took all the decisions. III 

Craxi's neo-revisionism must be understood with reference to the peculiar 
circumstance of the PSI as a minority partner in a coalition government (few 
other socialist parties have been in this position), and the exceptional position 
of being still the junior party of the Left. As a governing party, the PSI 
distinguished itself from the PCI by becoming vociferously and-Soviet, 
accepting, more or less unquestioningly, the siting of Cruise missiles in Italy 
(against the strong opposition of the PCI and many Catholic and pacifist 
groups). In so doing, it paralleled the policies of some of the other governing 
socialist parties, such as the Parti socialiste in France - which supported the 
installation of the Euromissiles - and the PSOE, which led Spain into 
NATO. 11 2 Nevertheless, no systematic project characterized the revisionism of 
the PSI. It had many and hence it had none. Projects, schemes, plans, 
manifestos, slogans, self-definitions were produced for specific purposes and 
then disposed of, once consumed. How better to discomfit the enemy than 
to shift constantly? Now a Europeanist, now a nationalist, now pro-Arab, now 
pro-Israeli, now reformist, now lTIoderate, now populist, now technocratic, 
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Craxi kept his followers loyal by having no fixed rules, no certain principles 
and no directions. l13 The PSI was, so to speak, the first 'post-modern' political 
party and as ephemeral as its ideology. 

Faced with the hostility of the PSI (whose commitment to continuing the 
alliance with the DC was unwavering, in spite of occasional intimations to 
the contrary) and of the DC, the PCI found itself forced into a defensive 
position. To some extent, this predicament was similar to that of most social· 
democratic parties. Like all social democrats, the communists had to prove 
that they were no longer a tax-andftspend party, in the pockets of the trade 
unions, soft on crime and welfare scroungers, the sworn enemies of the 
market and the entrepreneurial spirit. The PCI had a further handicap: it was 
a communist party. Unlike 'true' social-democratic parties, the PCI could not 
assume a detached attitude towards the fall of the Berlin Wall. The party 
leader, Achille Occhetto, who had rejected the notion of changing the name 
of the party at its Eighteenth Congress (18 March 1989), announced to a 
group of Resistance veterans on 12 November 1989 (three days after the fall 
of the Wall) that it was necessary to open a process for a new 'formation of 
the Left'. Because of the coded language in which all these pronouncements 
were made, it was not immediately clear that Occhetto was proposing to 
change the PCl's name. A new nanle, he felt, should not simply reflect the 
de facto social-democratization of the PCI. It should signal a 'refounding' of 
the party and the beginning of a process of realignment of the entire Italian 
Left. 1l4 Occhetto wrongly believed that there existed a vast sector of public 
opinion open to the ideas of the Left, but reluctant to commit itself to a 
communist party and vote accordingly. By changing the name, he felt he had 
undertaken the final step towards the elimination of Italy's major post-war 
peculiarity: the lack of a united reformist party able to form a government 
of the Left. 

To all intents and purposes, the PCI had become a mainstream social
democratic party before the collapse of the Berlin Wall. The profile of its 
activists had changed considerably since the 1950S and 19605. A survey of 
the one thousand or so delegates at its congress of March 1989 revealed that 
over one-third had university degrees. Women were one-third of all delegates 
and 70 per cent of those under the age of thirty. Thirty pet cent of all 
delegates no longer believed that the working class was 'central'. Sexual 
equality was regarded as the most important goal by 97.7 per cent. Only one 
in four believed in the desirability or possibility of a classless society, and a 
mere one in ten believed that it was necessary to abolish the private ownership 
of the means of production. Only 3 per cent still retained a belief in the 
inevitability of the withering away of the state. 11S 

After a year and a half of internecine disputes, the PCI was finally dissolved 
in February 199 I at the Rimini Congress into a new party, the Partito 
Democratico della Sinistra (Democratic Party of the Left - PDS), with a 
sturdy oak as its new symbol. A coalition of traditionalists (Armando 
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Cossutta) and supporters of the old 'New Left' within the party (Lucio 
Magri and Luciana Castellina) split and formed Rifondazione Comunista. 
The PDS was accepted as a member of the Socialist International. West 
European communism had effectively lost its most prominent voice. All that 
was left of any significance were the French, Greek and Portuguese com
munist parties. In 1990 the Swedish communists had become the Left Party 
or Vansterpartietwere - in effect, a 'New Left' formation. A similar course 
had been followed by the Spanish communists since 1986, when they had 
formed an electoral front, Izquierda Unida. The Finnish communists, once 
one of the largest communist parties in Western Europe, had dropped the 
concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat as early as September 1966,116 
and had renamed themselves Vasemmisto Liitto (United Left) in 1990, when 
Clees Andusson (who had never been a member of the Communist Party) 
was elected leader. Else\vhere in Western Europe, communism had long 
ceased to be of any political relevance. I I? 

After the collapse of the PSI in 1993, the PDS in effect remained the only 
significant force of the Left in Italy. It was the principal motor of an electoral 
cartel, the 'Progressive Coalition', which unsuccessfully fought the 1994 
election, the first to be held under a new electoral system where 75 per cent 
of the seats were allocated by the 6rst-past-the-post method. The Italian 
~peculiarity' had resisted even the collapse of the First Republic. A con
servative alliance had emerged once again to deny power to the Left. It was 
made up of the Lega Nord (Northern League), an anti-southern populist 
party, Alleanza nazionale (a right-wing group which included the former 
neo-fascists), and a new party, Forza Italia!, formed by the media tycoon 
Silvio Berlusconi, who became prime tninister in 1994. At the time of writing 
the Italian political system is still in a state of unprecedented turmoil. The 
survivors of the old Italian Left - the foundation for a future one are the 
successors of the old PCI (the PDS and Rifondazione comunista); the rest 
are minor fragments. 

The PDS fought the 1994 electoral campaign on the basis of a strict 
adherence to all the tenets of neo-revisionism: a state which 'would do less 
but enable mote" which 'would step back fronl directly managing economic 
activities and develop instead a role in regulating the market'; 118 the principle 
that 'in the present historical circumstances there are no alternatives to the 
market economy';119 the recognition that it is not possible to return to 
'traditional recipes of sustaining employment through global demand manage
ment';120 the acceptance that privatization ~can provide the opportunity to 
restructure the national economy on a more modern foundation',121 Some of 
these pronouncements preceded the end of the PCI and the collapse of the 
Wall: on 18 March 1989, at the Eighteenth Congress, Occhetto had already 
acknowledged that 'the market is the irreplaceable motor of the entire 
economic system and provides a way for measuring its efficiency.'122 Not 
much was left of the patrimony of Gramsci and his notion that a party had 
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to develop its own view of the world, its hegemony, and struggle to ensure 
that this view became the 'common sense' of the whole of society. By the 
time the PCI, in the guise of the PDS, had finally become part of West 
European social democracy, as its opponents and many of its supporters had 
urged it to do, it had gone a long way towards accepting the 'new' orthodoxy 
of market economics. The party which had so frequently proclaimed itself a 
force antagonistic to capitalism, had n1ade its peace with its enemy. 

In Eastern and Central Europe, the former communist parties, having 
reconstructed themselves as social-democratic formations, survived. They too 
had accepted that nothing could replace the market, but they stood out in 
various ways as the parties best equipped to resist it. They appeared to have 
retained the acceptable traits of their former despotic personae: a commitment 
to social protection and a suspicion of market forces. This rebirth, especially 
pronounced in Hungary, Poland and the former DDR, appeared to signal a 
further feature of post-Cold War Europe: the end of the great schism which 
had been inaugurated by the guns of the Aurora in October 1917. Symbolically, 
in November 1994 the Socialist International met in Budapest. None of this 
in any way betokened a revival of traditional socialism on either side of the 
continent of Europe. Neo-revisionism encountered little resistance. 

Neo-revisionists had followed in the footsteps of their predecessors. They 
explained and justified their reform of socialist doctrine by using the guiding 
criterion of all socialists: the transformation of capitalism. This is what 
Bernstein had proposed in the 1890S: an evolutionary socialism to match an 
evolutionary capitalism. This is what characterized Lenin, a revisionist malgre 
lui, when he 'explained' the possibility of a revolution in 'backward' Russia 
in terms of its being the weakest link of the new worldwide chain of capitalist 
power. The revisionists of the late 19 50S in Germany, Britain, Italy and 
elsewhere had to take stock of the extraordinary, unprecedented growth of 
post-war capitalism. By the 19908, socialist and social democrats throughout 
Europe were converging upon neo~revisionist positions. The division between 
'traditional' social-democratic parties in Northern Europe, strongly rooted in 
the working class, and those in the South, where capitalist modernization 
was still on the agenda, had become tenuous. 

As the twentieth century was coming to a close, socialists could not but 
re-examine, yet again, the framework of their doctrine. They did so as they 
had always done: in a confused and unco-ordinated manner, propelled by the 
contingency of everyday politics and the pressure of electoral considerations. 
They could not do otherwise. Moving forward is no guarantee of success. 
Standing still offers the certainty of defeat. 



Epilogue 

IN CONTEMPORARY history, it has been said, there are no conclusions, only 
postponements. Nevertheless, as the century draws to a close, it is difficult 
to avoid casting a backward glance and, more reluctantly, gazing into the 
future. This is where even the questionable certitude derived from writing a 
narrative based on known facts must be abandoned. This work, after all, can 
have different endings, none of them definitive. Meanwhile, history will 
continue, and will continue to take us by surprise. 

The arrow of creation may have a downward trajectory, but there is no 
\vay of knowing when or where or if its final target will be reached. 
Historians know better than to declare that history has come to an end. 
They should not behave to borrow an Althusserian metaphor ~ like the 
omniscient traveller who, upon embarking on a train journey, knows all the 
stations on the way, as well as the train's final destination. l In the study of 
history the correct attitude is to jump on a moving train not knowing where 
it comes from or where it is going, walk up and down the cars, examine the 
furnishings, talk to the passengers, find out how they have interacted, what 
their aspirations and hopes have been. The historian can look at the landscape 
and note how it changes. By leaning out of the window a risky enterprise 
- it may even be possible to observe which way the train will veer, whether 
a mountain is approaching or a river is to be crossed, but no more than that. 
Although anything can happen within the train, much of it unpredictable, 
there is one thing the historian must not forget: trains can go faster or 
slower, they can come to a stop, they can explode; but they are constrained 
by their tracks. History is about what people do within the lin1its of their 
landscape, their needs and their past. 

Shortly after the Bolsheviks took power, Gramsci wrote a short article in 
celebration of revolutionary voluntarism. The Russian Revolution, he pro
claimed, had been a revolution against I<arl Marx's Capital: 

In Marx's Capita! was more a book of the bourgeoisie than of the prolet
ariat. It stood as the critical demonstration of how events should follow a 
pre:determit1ed course: how in Russia a bourgeoisie had to develop, and a capitalist 
era had to open, with the setting-up of a Western-type civilization, before the 
proletariat could even think in terms of its own revolt, its own class demands, its 
own revolution. 2 

The communist revolutionaries ruled Russia and its dominions for nearly 
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three-quarters of a century. Their revolution was neither a voluntarist act 
against the laws of History (as Gramsci had implied, while approving of it), 
nor the clear-sighted and premeditated climax of a long-planned process. A 
unique historical conjuncture provided the Bolsheviks with the opportunity 
of seizing power. They won the civil war, repelled foreign intervention, were 
repelled in turn at the gates of Warsaw, and saw the prospect of world 
revolution quickly evaporate. They turned inward and faced the task inherited 
from their Tsarist predecessors: the modernization of the country. They 
continued to struggle against 'capital' both I<arl Marx's and the real 
capitalism which surrounded them. They built a powerful industrial machine, 
vanquished Nazi Germany, conquered half of Europe, extended their in
fluence throughout the globe. Uncler their banner, wars of national liberation 
were fought, crimes were perpetrated, hopes were raised, and grandiose and 
often ill·conceived schemes were devised to improve the conditions of the 
people. The history of the twentieth century is indissolubly linked to this 
epic struggle against capitalism. The Bolsheviks tried to reach the sun; Of, as 
Lenin exclaimed, 'we are out to rebuild the world'. 3 But no soaring phoenix 
can aspire to such heights when its wings are burdened with so much blood 
and human suffering. We are now certain, to the extent that such presumption 
is admissible in the study of history, that that revolution - the revolution 
against capital ~ failed. 

So severe a verdict is not invalidated by the recognition that many socialist 
societies were able to improve the material conditions of life of the majority 
of their population far more than many comparable non-socialist ones. For 
instance, in 1955) Cuba had a life expectancy of 59. 5 years, shorter than 
Paraguay, Argentina and Uruguay; and infant mortality was higher than in 
these three countries. In 1985) the average Cuban could expect to live until 
the age of seventy-five, longer than anyone else in Latin America and just 
short of the average American (75.9 years). Infant mortality in Cuba, thirty 
years after its socialist revolution, was the lowest in Latin America. Cuba's 
children were the best fed and the level of literacy was the highest. 4 In the 
1950s, life expectancy in China was shorter than that of India and infant 
mortality higher. By the late 1980s, China had made more progress in these 
respects than India.s Even within India, the state of I(erala, run by com
munists for most of the years after 1957, outperformed in literacy and health 
indicators all other Indian states.6 Taking the same standards of measurement, 
the Central Asian republics of the USSR - at least until 1975 - did better 
than neighbouring Iran, Afghanistan and even Turkey.7 However, estimates 
of the post- I 975 period in the USSR show an unprecedented deterioration 
of all health indicators, including infant mortality.8 

It is when we compare the socialist states of Central and Eastern Europe 
- including the USSR - with their capitalist neighbours in Western Europe, 
that the failure of central planning in advanced societies becomes manifest 

though not from the outset, and not in the 19 50S and I 960s. Communism 
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had failed to adapt to the challenges of the I970S and 19805. Capitalism -
as we saw - also faced 'its' crisis, but survived it with enhanced strength: 'the 
West ... opted for the discipline of the world market. The East ... retreated 
from economic reforms it had begun to institute.'9 The ambition of com
munists (including Lenin) was to manage a society of abundance - not scarcity 
- and to challenge capitalism at its highest levels, where it was most 
developed. In these aims communism failed miserably. In developing countries 
still dominated by pre-capitalist forms of production and property, the 
inadequacy of communist planning has been less evident. Communism as an 
instrument of modernization was not a failure. Communism as an instrument 
for the en1ancipation of human beings from the servitude of necessity was 
a catastrophe. 

In Western Europe, the Bolshevik Revolution had ceased to be regarded, 
even by communists, as a model for the seizure of power long before the 
end of the USSR (see chapter 4). Some political sects, of course, went on 
dreaming of insurrection in Western Europe, though this was even less likely 
to occur after 1945 than at any time in the preceding one hundred years. 
Such groups were, at most, able to mount a terrorist campaign (as the Red 
Brigades had in Italy), or to inspire, for a brief period, the young and not so 
young - as various Maoist, Guevarist, Trotskyist and anarcho-libertarian 
organizations did, intermittently, in the late 1960s and 197°5. Riots and other 
forms of political violence may still occur here and there but - unlike the 
women of Petrograd, whose demonstration on International Women's Day in 
March 19 I 7 sounded the tocsin for Tsardon1 - any future outburst is likely 
to amount to little more than a cry of anguish, rather than a political 
programme. 

Marx, of course, never seriously examined how a society could overcome 
capitalism and establish socialism. He had defined socialism in the most 
generic terms of distributive justice - 'to each according to the work per
formed' - to be followed by 'to each according to needs'.l0 He never 
developed a theory of socialism, or considered how socialism should be 
planned, or what forms of communal property should exist within it. He 
never produced a grand theory explaining how the conditions of capitalist 
production are themselves produced and reproduced. These conditions are 
the non-market means whereby market relations are maintained: ideology, 
culture, politics, the state, the family. There is nothing of any importance in 
Marx on nationalization, the public sector, or economic planning. Marx was 
a theorist of capitalism, who sought to discover how the system worked. He 
was not a theorist of socialism and was contemptuous of those who wrote 
utopian blueprints. He was convinced that capitalism would not last for ever, 
but he never explained how it could be abolished or how it would end. Marx 
had no doubt that capitalism was the most dynamic system ever to appear 
on the surface of the earth. It was an unsettled, innovating and expansive 
systen1, which would revolutionize the world and draw it together in a tightly-
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knit mesh: the world market. He accurately predicted that the centralization 
of capital would develop 'on an ever-extending scale', entangling 'all peoples 
in the net of the world-market', giving capitalism 'an international character'.l1 
As for the political shell which would contain this worldwide formation, 
Marx and his followers remained silent. 

As I write, all advanced capitalist countries are governed according to the 
principles and rules of liberal democracy. The market for consumer goods 
appears to be the economic counterpart of politics: individuals exercise their 
consumer sovereignty by walking up and down the aisles of supermarkets, 
opting for Daz over Persil, before casting, as sovereign citizens, their ballot 
for the Left or the Right. Yet, as Terry Eagleton has written: 

The logic of the market-place is one of pleasure and plurality, of the ephemeral 
and the discontinuous, of a great decentred network of desires of which individual 
consumers are the passing functions. Yet to hold all this anarchy in place requires 
a political, ethical and ideological order which is a good deal less laid-back and 
dishevelled ... What goes on in the supermarket is nothing at all like what happens 
in the chapel or the creche. 12 

I would add that what goes on in the supermarket is nothing at all like what 
happens at work, the place where conSU01ers, metamorphosed into producers, 
earn the money which empowers them to be consumers. In the world of 
production, authority, hierarchy and discipline prevail. We vote for whomever 
we like, we buy whatever we can afford, but at work we do as we are told. 
Socialists have traditionally tried to intervene in the world of work and, after 
one hundred years of struggle, producers in Europe at least work a little 
less, and in far more salubrious circumstances, than they did a century ago, 
and perhaps with greater dignity. But they have not increased their control 
over their conditions of work at a pace remotely comparable to the expansion 
of political democracy, the increase in material prosperity, the extension in 
social welfare, or the advance in science and technology. Controlling capitalism 
has proved far more difficult than controlling anything else, because capitalism 
is a system based on the control of the many by the few - the reverse of 
the conventional definition of political democracy. Such control, of course, 
is also difficult to institute in all known technologically complex societies, 
including the centrally planned economies. It may well be that the only way 
back to the Garden of Eden, towards freedom and individual autonon1Y, 
would be to eliminate work or, at least, to work as little as possible. 13 That 
hierarchies may never be eliminated does not make them any less un
democratic or unpleasant. Rape may always have existed and may never 
disappear; yet we continue to view it as an act of outrageous brutality. 

Capitalist expansion may, in hindsight, appear inevitable. Yet it encountered 
resistance from a multiplicity of sources. Three, in particular, stand out 
analytically (in practice, the distinctions are not so clear-cut). The first was 
the resistance by tradition, embodied in those social, economic and cultural 
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structures which had developed before the advent of capitalism and continued 
to survive alongside it. The second was constituted by 'the socialist camp' 
that is to say, those countries which, after the Bolshevik Revolution and the 
Second World War, pursued a policy of centrally planned modernization and 
industrial development antagonistic to capitalism and the world market. The 
third source of resistance is the object of this study; the socialist and 
communist parties of Western Europe, which restrained capitalism through 
regulation, while dreaming of its eradication. 

The terminology I have just used requires some clarification. Two of the 
concepts are especially problematic: 'resistance to capitalism' and 'regulation'. 

The word 'resistance' may imply that capital has its own logic, its own 
preordained fate like a ship whose destination is known. Tempests and storms 
may hamper its voyage and temporarily send it astray, but soon it gets itself 
back on course, recovered from the gales of the previous day. This teleological 
view has supporters on the Left and Right, who argue that capitalism has an 
end or purpose - though they differ on what this might be. On the Left, 
European socialists (including socialist ecologists) have argued that 'un
trammelled capitalism' would inevitably have led to mass unemployment, 
poverty, wars, the despoliation of the planet, unbearable inequality, even 
barbarism. They maintain that anarchic capitalist development, unchecked by 
the conscious regulating activities of human beings, would be disastrous for 
humanity. Having acknowledged the gravity of the environn1ental crisis, they 
now point out that capitalism has no spontaneous mechanism for preventing 
major ecological crises. On the Right, Hayek, the most articulate and con
sistent theoretical opponent of socialism in this century, have argued that 
capitalism naturally and spontaneously tends towards the best society, or, at 
least, the best of all possible societies. The Fatal Conceit Hayek~s envoi against 
socialism reiterates the central point of much of his thought. 14 It argues 
that capitalism requires no more than a few 'abstract rules' to prevent any 
one from invading the free sphere of others. This doctrine, recently re
invigorated by nco-liberals as if it were the last word in post-socialist 
economics, reminds me of an anecdote attributed to Fran<;ois Quesnay (1694-
1774), founder of the Physiocratic school, proponent of laissezjaire and arch
enemy of Colbertian state interventionism. One day, Quesnay was asked by 
Louis XV (whose physician he was) what would he do if he were I<ing. 
'Simple, Sire, I would do nothing at all.' 'Who would be sovereign, then?', 
asked Louis. 'The Law,' replied Quesnay.15 Needless to say, this advice was 
not heeded. Yet, for Hayek, to strive to do more than Quesnay suggested 
has been the 'fatal conceit' of those who believe that 'man is able to shape 
the world around him according to his wishes' .16 Hayek added that socialists 
and all those who seek to make society adopt some 'common concrete ends' 
create a situation which can only lead to 'slavery'.17 It is plain, however, that 
even Hayek cannot escape a fatal conceit: his 'abstract rules' when he 
spells them out - would require both an implausible return to the moral 
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values of the past, and a major and even more unlikely constitutional revolu
tion which, among other absurdities, would require people to vote only once 
in their lives, at forty-five, and only for people older than themselvesp8 

I agree with Hayek, however, when he refuses to ascribe to capitalism, or 
any other mode of production, any preordained inner direction. 'Modern 
capitalism,' wrote Joan Robinson, 'has no purpose except to keep the show 
going.'19 If capitalism has no aim, then it can provide no criterion for its own 
success except one: its own survival, which in turn depends on its expansion. 
As Hayek asserts: 'Life has no purpose but itself ... Life exists only so long 
as it provides for its own continuance,'20 If these are values, cancer cells have 
them. Hayek was echoing Marx, for whom the 'self-expansion' of capital is 
the only purpose of capitalist production. 21 Marx added later: 'Capital 
produces essentially capital'.22 Capitalism is not an ideology, or a philosophy 
or a set of beliefs. It is a mode of production, an abstract model of how 
human beings have been organized to produce tradable commodities - as 
Marx and Weber explained. However, it can exist in a determinate historical 
context only if it is structured, regulated, organized, shaped, justified, legiti
mized, and hence restrained by the interplay of different ideologies. To be in 
favour of capitalism has little meaning, unless one is prepared to favour 
whatever political organization of society is requited in any given situation to 
ensure the reproduction of the conditions of capitalist accumulation. But this 
would be abdicating from politics in favour of technique. Some real-life 
capitalists may do so and support any system which happens to suit capitalism 
at a given conjuncture: American liberal democracy, Nazi Germany, social
democratic Sweden or, perhaps soon, even 'communist' China. But they 
would do so on the basis of pragmatic expediency, not of moral and political 
principles. Hayek's assertion that capitalism grows best where there is maxi
mum economic freedom has often been invalidated by events. His belief in 
the possibilities of a 'natural' and unrestrained capitalism has no historical 
foundation. 

The three obstacles or 'resistances' I have referred to should not, therefore, 
be taken to mean features which interrupt, slow down or redirect capitalism 
from a non-existent ~natural' course. These obstacles belong to the same 
history as capitalism itself. Capitalism is like a powerful river which must 
flow somewhere. Nature, luck and the conscious activities of human beings 
may force it hither and thither. The river may run dry and leave the soil 
parched. Or, if untamed, it may run wild and destroy all before it. But it has 
no inner logic, no preordained progression. 

To understand precisely how European capitalism would have fared without 
the existence of socialist parties or trade unions would require a level of 
counter-factual reasoning beyond our analytical powers, for it would involve 
'rewriting' not one or two episodes, but the history of the last hundred years. 
The partisan historiography of the socialist and labour movement has been 
excessively concerned with 'missed opportunities'; based on the mystical claim 
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that 'if only' its leaders had been wiser, or more principled, or more trusting 
of the masses, or less treacherous, then defeats would have been averted. 
Whenever possible, one should avoid constructing a whole scenario which is 
dependent on certain people acting differently. Moreover, an act which might 
damage a group of capitalists may turn out to be beneficial for others. For 
instance, forcing wages up by legislation or trade union action could be seen 
as 'anti-capitalist', because it may decrease the profitability of entrepreneurs. 
But would this necessarily damage capitalism as a whole? Inefficient firms 
kept afloat by the low wages they paid their workers might go out of business, 
releasing resources for new investments. Higher wages may expand demand 
and provide a wider market. There is simply no way of knowing in advance 
how certain struggles affect the composition of the system of production 
and exchange we call capitalism in the long or even medium run. Hayek 
argued that this should counsel prudence before we attempt to tinker with 
the world. Logically, however, if the future is unknowable, there is no more 
reason to stand still than to move. Besides, standing still is the one option 
which has never been embraced by humanity. If we never had any reason to 
move beyond the horizon of the present, we would have stayed where we 
were, and so never have given the future a chance to exist. Humanity would 
have declared with Doctor Pangloss, 'all is for the best in the best of all 
possible worlds'. It would have been the end of history and, therefore, of 
civilization. 

As the heir to the Enlightenment and its rationalist tradition, the Left 
inescapably deploys optimism of the will. To remain a significant political 
force, it must assume that 'things can get better', that the future is on its 
side. Historians and logicians, for once in accord, will point out that there 
is no more reason to be optimistic than to be pessimistic. Yet one must ask 
what the world would be like without political movements committed to a 
belief in progress, to the assumption that it is possible to move from a less 
to a more desirable state of affairs, to the idea that human distress can be 
alleviated, perhaps removed? It is not necessary that this belief be 'true'; it 
may be necessary that it should be held. 

Thus, the resistances I have mentioned must not be understood as inter
ruptions on the road to an inevitable destiny, but as elements framing 
alternative paths of development. Abandoning temporarily the Eurocentric 
perspective adopted in this study, we can distinguish three models of 
capitalisn1: the Japanese, where capitalist development has been shaped by an 
exceptionally strong traditional society, while lacking a socialist movement of 
any significance; the American, distinguished by the relative absence of both 
feudal residues and a socialist movement; and the European, \vhere both 
traditionalism and socialism are present. Thus, of the three, the American 
model is the one which most approximates to the Hayekian vision of a 
capitalism which encounters no resistance. This distinction is, of course, 
conceptual. No capitalism not even the American one is 'pure'. 
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Which of three models has been the most successful is a matter of constant 
debate. In the 19508 and 1960s, a majority of commentators would have 
opted for the American. In the 19805 and 19908, the relative success of 
Japan, and the fear inspired by its manufacturing capabilities dominated 
decision-makers in the European Union and the United States. European 
capitalism is not a model anyone pursues (though the social-democratic 
transformation of the former communist parties of Eastern and Central 
Europe suggests that this may not be the case in the future). The restraints 
imposed on West European development by one hundred years of socialism 
are alleged by conservatives to be the chief cause of its lack of competitiveness 
and high unemployment rates. Whether European capitalism would have 
been mote 'successful' without socialist parties is a question historians cannot 
answer, especially as it is not clear what 'success' entails here: full ernployment? 
More goods produced? A better environment? Higher productivity? More 
rapid growth? A healthier population? More equality? This enumeration is 
sufficient evidence that the definition of success belongs to the domain of 
value-judgements and not of statistics. Yet value-judgements do provide us 
with perfectly valid criteria of comparison. Relativists are right to warn 
comparativists: what is 'good' in Zimbabwe may not be considered 'good' in 
Lisbon or Copenhagen. Nevertheless, cultural differences between the main 
centres of capitalist developments are not so significant as to impede 
minin1alist notions of what a good society is. High infant mortality, high 
levels of criminality, widespread ignorance, drug addiction, urban squalor, 
lack of opportunities, social disintegration and family breakdown are 
considered to be social evils in Tokyo, New York and Paris (and also in 
Capetown, Rio de Janeiro and Cairo, but we will keep to our three models). 
On these indicators, the USA scores worse than either Japan or Western 
Europe. 

The USA, the only society to be born both 'modern' and 'democratic', 
throughout this century has represented capitalism par excellence. Modernity, 
rapid change, technological progress, mass communication, the consumer 
society, have all been so closely associated with the United States that the 
twentieth century can be characterized as the 'American century'. No socialist 
party 'plagued' American capitalism. No strong and powerful welfare state 
shaped its growth. The dead hand of tradition, deference and obedience did 
not obstruct its rapid expansion. American liberalism did not have to destroy 
feudalism. 23 Existing pre-capitalist cultures, such as those of the native 
Americans, were easily wiped out in a series of genocidal wars of astounding 
ferocity, later celebrated in endless films to the delight of children throughout 
the world. Social theorists, from de Tocqueville through to Weber and onward, 
portrayed the optimistic and individualistic ethos which underpinned Amer
ican deve10pnlent as one of the main cultural preconditions for the rise of 
the entrepreneurial spirit (although - as the ever-perceptive de Tocqueville 
noticed so many years ago - An1crica also provided ample evidence of 
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monumental conformism). For many in Europe, in Japan, in countries at an 
'earliee stage of development, America was the future. 

Yet the evidence accumulated by Americans themselves reveals another 
picture. The relatively unrestrained capitalism which has characterized the 
United States has been accompanied by social problems of an intensity 
unmatched anywhere in Western Europe, and virtually unobservable in Japan. 

Measuring poverty may be hard and transnational comparisons are un
reliable, but the American evidence cannot be belittled. A review of the 
enormous literature on poverty concludes that - at a rough estimate - the 
so-called 'underclass' is made up of eight million members or 3.5 per cent 
of the total population. This constitutes a separate culture within society, 
deprived of social citizenship. These eight million people are about half of 
the number of the 'persistently poor', in turn half of the total poor population 
of thirty-two million people.24 Of the developed countries, the United States 
has the highest percentage of poor people (persons in families with adjusted 
incomes less than half the median): 16.6 per cent, more than three times the 
percentage of Germany (4.9), Sweden (5.0) and Norway (4.8), and more than 
twice that of Holland (7.5). The USA is followed at some distance by other 
'Anglo-Saxon' capitalist countries: Canada (12.; per cent), the UI< (11.7), and 
Australia (11.4).25 More than half of the American poor are lone parents with 
children. This is not so in Germany, Sweden and Norway, where only 10 per 
cent of the poor are single parents. Most of the destitute American lone 
parents are women, many black. No political party is ready to champion 
their cause. The racial divide has traditionally been one of the main reasons 
why class politics - and hence the Left - have been weak. 26 In turn, the 
weakness of the Left may have reinforced this divide. The increased power 
and politicization of American won1cn has not reduced the growing propor
tion of poor women what has been called the 'feminization' of poverty,27 
Weak trade unions can at best defend only those already employed. Anti
discrimination progran1mes disproportionately help the less unfortunate 
members of groups which are discriminated against. 

The American Right has declared this underclass to be the product of a 
culture of dependency created by the welfare state and - when operating in 
its socia-sadistic mode - has urged a drastic reduction in welfare spending. 
But even though the welfare state is less developed in the USA than in most 
West European countries, the underclass is much larger. The welfare state in 
the USA, moreover, protects the middle-income groups even more than its 
European counterpart. Americans spend far less on welfare than Europeans, 
unless one takes into account 'indirect welfare' in the form of tax allowances 
and benefits. Even in doing so, 'one crucial fact remains: the middle and 
upper income classes are the main beneficiaries of the hidden welfare state'.28 

The US poverty rate for female householders decreased between 1960 
and 1970, when the country embarked on its 'war on poverty' (in other 
words, when it expanded welfare), and continued to drop throughout the 
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1970.29 It may be true that 'poverty has been alleviated not mainly by 
redistribution from the more affluent to the poor but because of overall 
increases in wealth which moved everyone Up/30 But this trickle-down effect 
has limits. It is not always the case that overall increases in wealth move 
everyone up. There can be situations in which the 'rich' get richer, the middle 
class stands still, and the poor get relatively poorer, as in the USA and the 
UK in the 1980s. Nor can it be the case that unemployment per se is a major 
cause of the formation of an underclass; otherwise, the European underclass 
(which does exist, as the colonies of homeless young mendicants sleeping 
rough in Europe's main cities indicate) would by now be at least as large as 
the American, since European unemployment rates have been higher than 
those in the USA for most of the 19805 and 19905.31 

Unmitigated by traditional values or social democracy, capitalism has 
spawned among the ethnic minorities of Chicago, Los Angeles and New 
York what Galbraith has called 'centers of terror and despair'.32 These have 
become 'Hobbesian jungles', where 'wild, adolescent males) now increasingly 
arn1ed' cause a 'universal fear'.33 In the USA as a whole, pregnancy rates for 
teenage women are twice those in Sweden or France. 34 The consequences are 
worse in the USA than elsewhere. While the fundamentalist Right extols the 
importance of family values, the poverty rate of young families with children 
in the United States in the mid-1980s was 39.5 per cent, compared with 23.2 
per cent in the UI<', 18.8 in Germany, 9. I in France and 5.3 in Sweden.3s In 
the black community half the children under six live below the poverty line. In 
1989, 375,000 American babies were born already addicted to cocaine or 
heroin. The US has the worst child mortality rate and life expectancy of the 
major industrialized countries. All health indicators for black women and 
even more for black men have deteriorated in the last twenty years. The USA 
consumes half the world output of cocaine. This contributes to the highest 
level of criminality in the world and, correspondingly, the largest prison 
population proportionally, 60 per cent higher than that of the former 
Soviet Union and ten times that of Holland. More people are murdered in 
New York than in Calcutta's slums. While the USA spends less on primary 
and secondary schools than most advanced countries, it devotes 40 per cent 
of its education spending to colleges and universities. The result is that the 
country produces more Nobel prize-winners than all other countries put 
together, but millions of Americans are illiterate. A study suggests that 22 

per cent of adults cannot address a letter correctly, and nearly as many 
cannot read the instructions on a bottle of medicine.36 In the midst of all 
this, American capitalism, unfettered, pursues its upward and asymmetric 
course, giving more to the rich and less to the poor. Between 1980 and 1993, 
the income of the richest 5 per cent rose by 34 per cent in real terms; the 
income of the poorest 20 per cent fell by z per cent. All human beings may 
be created equal but, in the USA, they end up nl0re unequal than anywhere 
else in the developed world.37 Such gross inequalities are not just morally 
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repugnant; they are in many instances a n1atter of life and death. In the 
developed world, income inequality lJJilhin the cOlmlry is the most important 
determinant of health standards and life expectancy.38 

Of the three resistances mentioned, that exerted by tradition was un
avoidable, at least for the first capitalist societies. The second, the Bolshevik 
Revolution and the state system which eventually ensued, was in no sense 
inevitable. From the point of view of the history of capitalism, communism 
was a visible threat to its expansion because it offered an alternative, while 
withdrawing potential markets from capital's ambit. However, with some 
hindsight, communism appears also to have been an element of stabilization. 
It held together the territory of the old Tsarist Empire which, without a 
strong centralist force, might have imploded during the inter-war years into 
a myriad of rival nationalisms which would have offered no resistance at all 
to the Nazi onslaught. It would have taken longer for the Western liberal 
democracies to defeat Hitler, and longer for them to recover afterwards. Or 
they would have been vanquished. And history would have 'ended' differently. 
Bolshevik resistance to capitalism might turn out to have been one of the 
contributory factors in the 'success' of the liberal-democratic form of capital
ism. Not quite what was intended when the guns of the Aurora gave the 
signal for the seizure of the Winter Palace ... 

Even the Cold War, by inducing a high level of military spending, may be 
viewed as contributing to the sustenance of international capitalist recovery. 
In the 1970S and 1980s the American economy became more dependent on 
world trade than it had ever been. American imports from the other OEeD 
countries vastly helped by the strong dollar policy which effectively 
devalued US in1ports (i.e. made then1 less expensive). The growth in domestic 
demand in the US led to the recovery of the OEeD as a whole in the 19805. 
But a considerable proportion of this increased domestic demand was based 
on the increase in US military spending, aimed at countering the so-called 
Soviet threat. Thus, the capitalist economies were rescued at least tempor
arily - by the increase in military spending that precipitated the Soviet crisiS. 39 

Again, not quite what I<hrushchev meant when he said: 'We shall bury you.' 
The third source of resistance, the European socialist parties, is the only 

one to have developed within the body of capitalism. Of course, originally, 
both socialists and Bolsheviks shared the same aim: the abolition of capitalism 
itself. We have traced the way in which, as they developed, European socialist 
parties were forced, by sheer necessity, to co-exist with capitalism and abandon 
what Willy Brandt called 'the theology of the final goal,.40 From the very 
beginning, as they assembled in rue Rochechouart in July 1889, or two years 
later, when the SPD drafted the Erfurt Programme, the socialist parties 
named their terms for such co-existence: universal suffrage and civil rights, 
or political democracy; a state-wide system of social protection for the old, 
the sick and the unemployed (pensions and social insurance), or the modern 
welfare state; the eight-hour day, or what we now call the regulation of the 
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labour market. The history of the Left in Western Europe has been the 
history of this co-existence. Regulated under the pressure of socialist parties, 
capitalism was rendered less hierarchical than in Japan and more humane 
than in the USA. This is no mean accomplishment, as David Marquand has 
contended: 

The capitalist free market is a marvellous servant but a disastrous master. In one 
of the greatest achievements of the second half of this century, a few favoured 
societies learned to convert it from master to servant. The danger now is that a 
smug and vainglorious capitalism will not remember the lesson. 41 

Here we must turn to our second 'problematic' concept, that of regulation. 
Strictly speaking, an unregulated capitalism is impossible. The very act of 
exchange, the necessary condition for the existence of market relations, 
requires as an absolute minimum a system of enforceable rules. In the 
real world of advanced capitalism, regulation has proceeded well beyond the 
minimal boundaries, the 'abstract rules' proposed by Hayek. At the end of 
this century, the fundamental difference between socialists and their op
ponents is often represented as a mere struggle between regulators and 
deregulators. Once socialists were more ambitious. They wanted to abolish 
capitalism. Later, when they first acquired power, their goal became the 
management of national capitalism by the acquisition or control of the 
commanding heights of the economy. Now, the goal is the 'regulation' of 
national capitalism. But to what purpose? And how can it be achieved when 
capitalism has become increasingly globalized? 

Habermas has explained that capitalists themselves cannot reproduce, on 
their own, the conditions which make capitalism itself possible. Marx had 
perceived this when he implied that it is not in the interest of capitalists that 
they should themselves be the rulers: 'the bourgeoisie confesses that its own 
interests dictate that it should be delivered from the danger of its own rule; 
.,' that in order to preserve its social power intact, its political power must 
be broken; ... that in order to save its purse, it must forfeit the crown.'42 
Capitalism, Habermas added, requires the existence of a state that confronts 
individual capitalists as a 'non-capitalist', in order to carry out their 'collective 
will'.43 This is a conception of capitalists as Hobbesian atomized units, locked 
in perpetual mortal struggle. Only the intervention of a Leviathan-state can 
preserve them from self-destruction. This function of the state as a night
watchman approximates Hayek's 'abstract rules', This may have been sufficient 
in the early period of capitalist accumulation. Since the end of the nineteenth 
century, and particularly after the inter-war crisis, the state in capitalist societies 
has had to intervene massively, not only to establish the basic rules of the 
game, but to ensure the reproduction of the system: by adapting laws to new 
forms of capitalist enterprise, by stabilizing the currency, by providing con
stantly expanding health care, education, transport and comnlunications 
systems. Furthermore, the state has also had to take charge of the negative 
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and politically intolerable consequences of capitalist accumulation: uneven 
development, regional imbalances, unemployment, closure or decline of 
sectors such as mining, shipbuilding or agriculture.44 In Europe, far more 
than elsewhere, the parties of the Left, acting as the political expression of 
the labour movement, have in fact reformed capitalism, making it politically 
tolerable by separating the distribution of welfare services from market 
relations. Not only is this a far more equitable system of providing for 
unemployment protection, health care and old age, but it is also far more 
efficient than any known market system (as the predicament of the USA in 
the sphere of health care abundantly demonstrates). Thus, social democracy 
has been an important stage in capitalist development. 45 The equity crash of 
1987 did not drag down the European economies as the 1929 crash had 
done, largely because of structural differences between 1929 and 1987. Of 
these, two stand out: in 1930, the tertiary sector represented one-third of the 
total workforce; in 1987, the share was two-thirds - nearly half being n1ade 
up of public employees. As employment in the state sector is more stable 
than in manufacturing, this stabilized the employment situation in the Euro
pean economies and helped prevent an unemployment crisis of the proportion 
of the 1930s. The second structural difference is that transfer incomes (mainly 
welfare benefits) represented in 1930 less than 4 per cent of GNP, but in 
1987 this share was nearly 30 per cent.46 These benefits economically and 
socially buttressed the negative consequences of 'Black Monday' 1987, in a 
way which had not been possible in 1930. Had the state really been 'rolled 
back' to the frontiers it possessed in the 1920S, European capitalism in the 
19905 would probably have been in a far worse shape than it appears to be. 
The welfare state may well have saved European capitalism in the 1980s,47 

In Western Europe, the main achievement of socialism in the last hundred 
years has been the civilizing of capitalism. Other political traditions have also 
played a part in this mission. On the Continent, one should single out the 
social Christian tradition; in Great Britain, the reforming activities of liberal 
administrations at the beginning of the century; in the USA, the New Deal 
in the 19308 and the 'Great Society' legislation of the 19608. Nevertheless, as 
a critic of socialism, Leszek I<olakowski, wrote: 

Whatever has been done in western Europe to bring about more more 
security, more educational opportunities, more welfare and more state responsi
bility for the poor and helpless, could never have been achieved without the 
pressure of socialist ideologies and socialist movements, for all their naivities and 
illusions.48 

In Western Europe, this has been true not only of socialists but, as much or 
even more, of the large communist parties, like the Italian, and even their 
less imaginative French counterparts. It is probably with this in mind that in 
August 1991, shortly after the failed coup which signalled the beginning of 
the end of the Soviet Union, Jean-Denis Bredin, of the Academie Franf1aise, 
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invited the respectable citizens of fa France mqyennc, as they returned, well
rested and well-fed, from their summer vacations, to reflect that they perhaps 
owed some of their freedoms and rights to the communists of France: 

Am I allowed to suggest that we owe much to these stubborn and sectarian people, 
these indefatigable strikers who take over our factories and bring disorder to our 
streets, these obstinate creatures who ceaselessly fought for reforms whlle fantas
ising of the Revolution, these Marxists who, marching against the current of 
History, disturbed the complacent sleep of capitalism? ... Communism is dead. 
Let us rejoice. Am I allowed, however, thinking of the French communists, those 
who died so that we can be free, those who fought on behalf of the destitute 
among us, am I allowed to say that, quite often, they have been more disinterested, 
more passionate and more just, in other words, better, than most of US?49 

Socialists not only played a crucial role in the establishment of the welfare 
system, but were the true heirs of the European Enlightenment, the cham
pions of civil rights and democracy. They fought for the expansion of the 
suffrage when it was restricted. They fought for the rights of women more 
consistently and earlier than other parties. They fought for the abolition of 
the entrenched rights and privileges of the old regime. They supported, often 
decisively, all the struggles against racial discrimination. They played a signifi
cant - and sometimes the major - role in the abolition of capital punishment, 
the legalization of homosexuality and the decriminalization of abortion. 

Notwithstanding these successes, socialists neither abolished capitalism, 
nor directed it through economic planning. This failure is inherent in the 
nature of the relationship between politics and modern capitalism. As Charles 
Lindblom has argued, individual capitalists are in charge of a wide range of 
decisions which, because of their consequences for the general welfare of 
society, are in fact public policy decisions taken by private individuals: 
allocation of resources, allocation of labour, location of plants, utilization of 
technologies, quality of goods and services. so This does not mean that 
capitalist power is unlimited; only that the overarching imperative of keeping 
capitalism on the road limits everyone else's power. There are times when 
consumers appear to wield a lcind of veto, but in reality they mainly react to 
the initiative of private corporate decision-malcing. Besides, consumers may 
exercise 'sovereignty' when they choose between commodities; but many of 
the conditions malcing this choice meaningful are established elsewhere. It is 
only when consumers organize themselves through lobbies, parties and 
campaigns or, more frequently, when someone does it on their behalf, that 
firms are forced to provide the necessary information which nlight enable 
consumers to exercise some discretion over what they buy. This is a long 
and tortuous process, which always lags behind capitalist development. In 
the end governments must serve capitalism by establishing and maintaining 
a framework which enables capitalism to develop. It can induce it to grow, 
but cannot command it to do SO.SI However great the authority exercised by 
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a government over the activities of capitalists, it is restrained by the fear that 
this exercise of power will have adverse effects on capitalism, resulting in 
unemployment and low growth. Current political language substantiates 
Lindblom's insight: 'How will the markets react?', ask socialists and con
servatives alike, whenever they are in charge of the economy. The difference 
is that conservatives are ideologically committed to capitalism, and do not 
object to being guided by market signals, while socialists have had to accept, 
often unwillingly, that capitalist prosperity is an indispensable condition for 
social welfare and worlcing-class well-being. 

Over a century ago, West European socialist parties sought to regulate 
capitalism within two distinct sets of constraints. The first was the require~ 
ments of capitalism itself, which prevented the parties of the Left from 
deploying anti-capitalist policies - that is, policies which, if implemented, 
would result in the collapse of the system. The second constraint was the 
nation-state. This provided the legal boundaries to any regulatory framework. 
Capitalists could elude such boundaries by escaping from the nation-state. 
But only the strongest among them could do so, and even then they were 
forced by circumstances to maintain a strong commitment to their 'home' 
base. Capitalism's forays into the four corners of the globe could not have 
occurred without the backing of strong nation-states building empires and 
establishing colonies. The rise of the European nation-states was one of the 
conditions for development and economic growth, for the spread of techno
logies and trade and, as E. L. Jones has suggested, 'in several countries for 
the actual founding of manufactories where there had only been handicrafts'.52 
Many multinational companies would not exist unless they had first been 
able to operate in a national market protected by the state and, as often as 
not, by the social-democratic state. S3 

The nation-state has provided the essential framework for the activities of 
capital. Yet capital has never been circumscribed by state boundaries. Euro
pean capitalism, in particular, has been forced to break out of these national 
borders far more than its Japanese and American 'rivals'. European national 
states are small, their domestic markets restricted. Interdependence may affect 
all capitalisms, but none more so than those of Europe.54 These may merge 
into a global capitalism, but national regulations still exist and are doubtless 
destined to survive for the foreseeable future, albeit with reduced efficacy. 
Before imposing or maintaining any regulations, politicians have to take into 
account the relative position of 'their' capitalists (i.e. those operating within 
the nation-state) vis-a-vis their competitors outside. The welfare of their 
electorates depends on capitalism. The reverse is not always the case. Capital 
can relocate elsewhere; electorates cannot. 

Socialists have responded to this by attempting to recreate a new regulatory 
framework at the European level. Their initially hostile attitude towards 
European integration has been discarded. Jacques Delors, the long-sighted 
exponent of the historical vision of ~post-national' socialism throughout the 
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1980s and early 1990S, indicated a way forward when he explained in 1989 
that the key issue of the contemporary age was the reality of a world economy 
without a pilot. A new political division of labour would have to be estab
lished. In the old continent, 'the European road must not empty of substance 
the powers of the nation-states, but must recreate a margin of autonomy 
which would enable them to perform their essential tasks. Macro-economic 
policy would have to be recast at the European community level.'55 In the 
same year in France, uncler Michel Rocard, once an arch-anti-marketeer, now 
an enthusiastic federalist, the socialist government promulgated a national 
plan which, for the first time in the history of French planning, took Monnet's 
lesson on board by describing France's future in terms of its European 
destiny: the title of the plan was La France, L'Ettrope: Le Plan 1989-1992.56 
Previously reluctant Europeans socialists in Finland, Sweden, Austria and, 
unsuccessfully, in Norway backed their country's adhesion to the European 
Union in 1994. In 1993, John Smith, leader of what was once the least pro
European of European socialist parties, declared: 

Whether we like it or not interdependence is the reality of the modern world. 
Matters of vital importance to our lives such as our economic prosperity and the 
protection of our environment all depend on international collaboration. These 
days no country can go it alone. 57 

In Greece, Papandreou, once a bitter opponent of the Ee, whose five-year 
plan for 1983-88 contained virtually no reference to Europe, declared in his 
party's 1988 manifesto: 'Europe encapsulates our national ptospects.'58 He was 
succeeded by I(ostas Simitis, a staunch Europeanist. Europe was now seen as 
the terrain where politics could reacquire the power lost at the national level. 

This project, whose basic contours we can only dimly perceive at this 
stage, is fraught with difficulties. To begin with, socialist parties have had to 
accept that European regulation of capitalism must take place through the 
institutions of the European Union. This presents many problems. One of 
then1 is that the Union has no democratic legitimacy this is what is meant 
by the expression 'the democratic deficit' because national politicians do 
not wish it to be democratic. As a result, the European Union conjures up 
in the minds of Europeans a powerful technocratic image.59 Another problem 
is that the European Community was originally devised as a free-trade area, 
as a 'capitalist club', to use the jargon of traditional left-wing anti-Europeans. 
It is far more difficult to reform and redirect an existing state of affairs than 
to create one ab initio. Moreover, the decisive pressure towards the formation 
of a single market however moderated by Delors' initiatives came from 
a powerful neo 4 liberal culture aiming at the removal of national barriers to 
trade.60 To create European institutions and norms, replacing those of each 
nation~state, will be a momentous enterprise whose outcome is uncertain. 

In modern-day Europe there are few, if any, of the preconditions which 
existed in the nineteenth century for the building of nations: there is no 
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European consciousness, not even among the intellectual elites; no central 
authority, and hence no army or police force, established by conquest, 
revolution or tradition to carry out the task of (making the Europeans'; no 
feeling of community or solidarity; no real or imagined outside threat to 
(\X!estern) Europe as a whole. Furthermore, the European Union is the 
creation of nation-states pursuing what they conceived as their national 
interests. As Loukas Tsoukalis has written: 'The political game remains 
predominantly national. It is usually played as if national units were more 
independent economically than they actually are.'61 

For better or for worse, the nation-state is an enduring reality. The main 
reason is that it is the first ever political construct with some form of 
democratic legitimacy. Though nation-building has always been initiated by 
an elite, nations have eventually secured a massive popular endorsement. 
Nations thus provide the necessary political framework for both capitalist 
development and democracy. It is therefore almost inevitable that the pre
rogatives of nations, \vhether real or imaginary, will be defended by national 
electorates understandably anxious to avoid any erosion of democratic control. 
They will be supported by their own national governments - even by those 
enthusiastic about economic and political integration - which would not 
wish to relinquish power to a larger state. 

After all, the European nation-states joined forces in order to obtain 
through European co-operation what they were unable to secure at the 
national level. As Milward has explained, ~whenever the Community member
states have had to implement their surrenders of sovereignty they have 
produced an arrangement which left almost all political power with the nation
state.,62 Though they used the dreanls and aspirations of European federalists, 
their intention was never that of abolishing the nation. Much of the con
struction of the European union occurred through rounds of negotiation 
between national governments. Sovereignty has, of course, been ceded. This 
is hardly new. Absolute sovereignty exists only in the imagination of some 
nationalists. What was crucial in the construction of the European entity was 
that control of this pooled sovereignty remained in the hands of the executives 
of the nation-state. It was never ceded to a faceless civil service (as anti
European propagandists repeat ad nauseam), or to a democratically elected 
and publicly accountable parliament. Socialist parties are unlikely to work 
hard at eroding national prerogatives. They too derive their legitimacy from 
nationally based electorates. When in opposition, lack of power may lead 
them to support an extension of the powers of the European Parliament. 
But in office, the pressures may work the other way, towards preserving the 
prerogatives of their own nation-state. The close collaboration between the 
modern democratic nation-state and the parties of the Left has profoundly 
marked the experience of the last hundred years. These habits will not be 
easily discarded. Socialists, unavoidably, becan1e 'nationalist'. They responded 
to the aspirations of their 'national' constituents. 
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Capital is not so constrained. Marx described it as the 'historical means of 
developing the material forces of production and creating an appropriate 
world-market'.63 It can fly around the world. From its inception (whether we 
wish to date it from the sixteenth century or later), capitalism as an economic 
system operated within a territory larger than any state could contro1.64 It 
was, however, dependent on the support of national states and globalization 
has never been a continuous trend: it stopped advancing in 1914 and regressed 
in the inter-war years.6S What is now occurring is that capitalism has entered 
a transitional phase, from an international economy, where nation~states are 
still the chief regulatory agents and in which multinational companies have 
an important home base, to a truly 'global' economy, free of its various 
national integuments. Of course it is not inevitable that such a transition will 
be realized. To a large extent, the contemporary crisis of socialism is a by
product of the globalization of capitalism.66 

That the 'nation-state is just about through as an economic unie was 
perceived by lucid economists such as C. P. Kindleberger as early as 1969, 
though he promptly added: ~the nation-state ... will survive and flourish.'67 
However, if we can talk about a crisis of the nation-state at all, it is in terms 
of its capacity to meet the expectations of its population, notwithstanding 
the fact that the powers of national governments have grown immensely 
even in the weakest of contemporary states, such as some states in West 
Africa.68 

Unlike real neo-liberals, socialists will find it difficult to establish a level 
of political struggle appropriate to this new phase. They will have to dis
tinguish between reforms which will be dependent on international accords, 
and those domestic reforms which affect public spending or employers' costs. 
International and European-based social policy will seek to establish a basic 
framework, such as minimal norms of welfare and working conditions. 
Regulators of this kind can afford to ignore the costs implied in their policies, 
since these are borne by employers. This is the direction taken by n1embers 
of the European Community (now the European Union), when it adopted 
its Social Charter at Maastricht in 1992..69 As long as regulations are imposed 
on a supra-national basis, the effects on competition will be to the benefit 
of the best organized firms - just as, in the old Rehn-Meidnel' Swedish 
model, the establishment of the 'fair wage> worked to the advantage of 
efficient firms. Socialists in charge of thriving capitalist economies will be 
able to demand more progressive forms of international regulation than 
socialists in less advanced countries. The EU is a good example of this type 
of regulator. Its social policy is cheaper to administer than the more traditional 
socialist welfare system (which socialized welfare costs), because it does not 
involve further public expenditure (except for public employers). The main 
problem with such public policy is that it will be directed merely towards the 
protection of those who are employed and do little to provide the unemployed 
with jobs. Yet unemployment will be the most important challenge facing 
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socialists in the next decades. This problem cannot be underestimated: in 
Western Europe in 1992., unemployment stood at 18,455,700, more than the 
total population of Denmark, Norway and Sweden combined. Today, as 
yesterday - as I<eynes stated in his 'Concluding Notes' to the General Theory 
- 'The outstanding faults of the economic society in which we live are its 
failure to provide for full employment and its arbitrary and inequitable 
distribution of wealth and incomes.'7o 

Of all fields of state economic activity, monetary policy is where govern
ments have lost the most autonomy. But many of the other traditional 'core' 
functions of European nation-states have been, at least in part, 'Europeanized': 
border controls, commerce and trade, economic management, industrial policy, 
immigration, equality at work, foreign policy, taxation. Welfare has remained 
largely in the hands of national governments.7

! In regulating their own 
capitalism in the interests of social justice, socialists or their inheritors will 
have to look - more than in the past not only to production, but also to 
reproduction, culture, communications, gender relations and the quality of 
life. Much of this remains within the reach of nationally based politics. 
Meaningful domestic reforms will deal mainly with issues such as the 
organization (rather than the funding) of the public sector, particularly 
education (including child-care) and health care. These are least subject to 
the governance of the interdependent world and, at least in the short run, 
the organization of education and health care (as distinct from their costs) 
does not affect the competitiveness of capitalist firms. In the long run, of 
course, education is of decisive importance to economic growth. 

Much of this book has been concerned with highlighting the effect that 
interdependence has had on socialist politics. That what happens in one part 
of the world may affect what happens in other parts is not new. Some of the 
more perceptive minds of the Left, such as the Italian communist leader, 
Palmira Togliatti, had indicated in the late 19 50S that this would require a 
change in socialist politics.72 What is new, especially since the 1980s, is that 
interdependence has reached such an intensity that it has thrown into crisis 
traditional concepts of national politics and all political parties and ideologies. 
Socialists have been more affected than conservatives, because of their 
essential conviction that politics can govern the economy. In a global eco
nomy, national politics can survive only at a less ambitious level, although 
this will not necessarily lead to the end of major differences in economic 
policy between Left and Right. 73 

How does interdependence manifest itself? In the first place, in the 
spectacular growth of international trade, which more than twice outstrips 
the growth of world output.74 Secondly, in the development of an international 
money market ten times larger than that required by trade. This largely 
speculative market in essentially footloose money responds to the widespread 
uncertainty surrounding future price movements. 75 This uncertainty is the 
other side of the unregulated nature of the markets. It forces the operators 
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into a series of very short-term reactions to minor fluctuations. The origin 
of much of this has been national decisions - or the lack of them. 76 For 
instance, in October 1979 the British government abolished exchange con
trols. In so doing, it created an irreversible situation: controls could not be 
restored without provoking a disastrous run on the currency.77 

By detaching itself from the secure moorings of the nation-state, capitalism 
has lost its principal regulatory framework. In the absence of a world regulator 
- which is what the Pax Americana had been for nearly fifty years will the 
system collapse in anarchy? The omens do not favour the optimists. As long 
as the debt burden on Third World countries remains, it will be impossible 
for them to aspire to any kind of prosperity. Any trade surplus they achieve 
quickly evaporates in debt repayment: during the UN 'decade of development', 
the poorer Third World countries transferred over 236 billion dollars to the 
advanced world a kind of 'development aid in reverse,.78 

It is not only capitalism which has been 'globalized'. National politicians 
(including socialists) have also had to face the international effects of this 
globalization. Virtually all environmental problems have now become 
international problems, and nearly all of these are connected to economic 
development: car exhaust fumes, acid rain, river and sea pollution, oil spillages, 
nuclear power and global warming. It has become impossible to visualize 
self-contained 'national' problems which will not, sooner rather than later, 
affect other countries. In the era of mass communications, everything travels: 
Islamic fundamentalism as well as models of sexual behaviour, CNN news 
as well as pop music. The problems of the so-called Third World are not 
confined to the Third World. Drug addiction and terrorism have been an 
issue at least since the nineteenth century, but they have become a major 
problem of public policy requiring international co-ordination only since the 

197°s. 
The response has been the multiplication of international agencies aimed 

at dealing with cross-border problems and the growth of international regional 
co-operation in fact, trading blocs all based on nation-states. On I 

January 1995, the European Union included all Western European countries 
except Switzerland, Norway and Iceland - thus constituting the largest single 
market in the world. Before then, the USA, Canada and Mexico had estab
lished the North Atlantic Free Trade Area; the countries of the Organization 
of African Unity had formed the African Economic Community (1991); 
Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Mauritania and Tunisia had created the Union du 
Maghreb Arabe (1989); in December 1991, Bolivia, Venezuela, Ecuador, Peru 
and Colombia had reactivated the Pacto Andino aimed at abolishing all 
custom duties by 1996; while Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay had 
established the Mercado Comun del Sur (MERCOSUR, or 'Common Market 
of the South'); soon after acquiring independence, Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania formed a Baltic common market; while ASEAN, the Association 
of South East Asian Nations, comprising Thailand, Singapore, the Philippines, 
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Malaysia, Indonesia and Brunei, was reactivated. 79 At the international level, 
the General Agreen1ent on Tariffs and Trade (GATf) negotiations were 
completed, leading to the formation of the World Trade Organization. AU 
these are associations of 'sovereign' nation-states. Thus, the response to the 
de facto weakening of national powers has been to consolidate national govern
ments as the best negotiators on behalf of the nation as a whole. Internal 
politics will increasingly become a contest between parties over who can best 
defend the 'national interese. The new global stage of capitalism will constrain 
socialists far more than conservatives. Conservatives will use their nationalist 
credibility to negotiate better terms in the international arena on behalf of 
their own nation-state. At the same time, in the name of the international 
requirements of modern capitalism, they will accept the abandonment of 
internal - that is national - regulation. Old Marxists will be left to smile 
wryly at this conservative embrace of terms once so central to socialism: 
internationalism and the 'withering away of the state'. 

Any political discourse which can conjoin both untrammelled global 
capitalism and nationalism will provide conservatism with an enormous 
political advantage. While capital (and its accompanying problems) is further 
internationalized, politics is further 'nationalized~. While nationalism is the 
growing force in the former communist camp, in Western Europe it is 
acquiring a new lease of life. In 1994, the enthusiastically pro-European 
French Socialist Patty was destroyed at the election by a Right signalling its 
coolness towards Europe. In Britain, the Conservative Party was 'defending 
British interests' (Le. those of inefficient British entrepreneurs able to compete 
in Europe only by denying their workforce rights obtained elsewhere), by 
opting out of the European regulation of the labour market. In Italy, a new 
force emerged in 1994 to snatch from the Left the victory it had sought for 
so long. Significantly enough, it was called Forza Italia! the roar one hears 
in the stadium from football nationalists. Its principal ally was Alleanza 
nazionale, heir to Mussolini, now fully legitimized. 

Elsewhere, nationalism co-exists with the trend towards integration, as in 
Greece, where PASOI( waves the Bag to prevent Macedonia using the same 
name as a Greek province, while its own economic recovery is utterly 
dependent on ED funds amounting to 5 per cent of GDP80 Even in so small 
a country as Norway, alone in voting against EU membership in 1994, some 
figment of national sovereignty is touchingly preserved, even though the 
reality is that Norway, outside a political and economic community which 
includes nearly the whole of Western Europe, will simply be forced to comply 
with rules established elsewhere and upon which it will have no say.8l 

National executives increase their powers at the expense of national 
parliaments - whose remaining function is to provide governments with 
democratic legitimacy. Issues will become of less relevance because, in a 
climate of ceaseless negotiations whose outcome can never be ensured in 
advance (nor, therefore, guaranteed in a pre-electoral manifesto), what will 
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become ever more important is the notion of fides implicita between electorates 
and politicians that is, the delegation of decisions to someone not on the 
basis of what they promise, or what they stand for, but in the belief that they 
can be 'trusted'.82 If policies are not clear, and we do not know what anyone 
will do, the question of the personality of politicians (already thrown into 
high relief by television) will assume ever greater significance. In principle, 
this should not a priori favour Left or Right. What it does, however, is to 
reproduce a conception of politics in which electorates - once they have 
chosen their rulers - remain passive spectators of a game played at some 
distance, although none of this prevents the increasingly frequent outbursts 
of campaigning on specific issues. Is it surprising, then, that under these 
conditions electorates wish to retain for themselves the only power which 
may matter - purchasing power - by electing tax-cutting governments? 
Impoverished nation-states, now simple actors in a complex international 
arena, governed by ephemeral personalities elected for their looks, their 
acceptable private moral habits, or their ability to face questions on television, 
are not likely to provide socialists with the best framework for moulding the 
future. Socialist activists will be tempted - and many have already succumbed 

to dump their values in the turmoil of renewal, forgetting Machiavelli's 
lesson that the true innovators are those who change their strategy and adapt 
it to the new terrain, not those who have lost their compass, the values 
which impart direction to their politics. The ideology of the 'end-of-ideology' 
is not that of socialists, while those who claim that the division between Left 
and Right has lost all meaning may do well to remember Alain's famous 
aphorism of 1930: 'When I am asked whether the division between Left and 
Right still has any meaning, the first thought which comes to my mind is 
that the person who asks the question is not on the Left.'8} 

The pressures on all parties, especially those of the Left, to remain enclosed 
in national shells are compelling. How they will respond to this, and how 
national politics will develop in the course of the next century, is impossible 
to predict, though for the Left to remain national, while capitalism is inter
national, would be like becoming a shadow that has lost its body. But parties 
can continue to exist well after the conditions which brought them into 
being have disappeared. 

The story I have traced indicates that the fate and probably the future of 
West European socialism cannot be separated from that of European 
capitalism. The crisis of the socialist and social-democratic tradition in Western 
Europe is not the crisis of an ideology defeated by the superior political and 
organizational strength of its opponents as communisnl has been. It is an 
integral component of a fin-de-siecle turmoil reshaping the planet at momentous 
speed. 

The socialist design, however defined, may fade away while socialist parties 
survive. I do not know whether the idea of socialism will weather the great 
chaos of the end of this millennium and the beginning of the next. Those 
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who have had sympathy for the socialist project, shared its hopes and its 
values, and have been impatient with the endless prevarications, the unending 
compromises, the stultifying hesitations of its organized parties, may well be 
reminded that, when all is said and done, these parties are the only Left that 
is left. 
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