MARXISM WITHOUT CLASS STRUGGLE?
Ellen Meiksins Wood

A distinguishing characteristic of 'Western Marxism', it is said, has been a
separation of theory and practice which has followed inevitably upon the
separation of Marxist intellectuals from a revolutionary mass movement.'
The result has been a Marxism more at home in the Academy than in the
arenas of political struggle. Nevertheless, to say that theory has become
divorced from revolutionary practice and from the realities of working-
class politics is not necessarily to say that theory has no implications for
practice. In fact, many theoretical innovationsin contemporary Marxism,
for al their philosophical abstraction, have been intended precisely as
political statements. In some cases, the theoretical divorce from working-
class politics represents a deliberate writing-off of the working class, which
is in itself asignificant political stance. The most interesting case, however,
is the connection between Althusserian, or post-Althusserian, theory with
Eurocommunist practice. Some of the most important and influential
theoretical developments of contemporary Marxism have emerged as
theorisations of Eurocommunist strategy. The political objectives of
these innovations have been obscured by their formal abstraction and
academicism and their claim to theoretical autonomy and universality.
But if people have failed to note their political intentions and conse-
quences, it is probably less because the evidence is obscure—since the
theorists themselves are often quite explicit about their practical object-
ives—than because we have come to take for granted the dissociation of
Marxist theory from political practice.

In what follows, it will be argued that the effect of this new unity of
theory and practice has been a substantial transformation of Marxist
theory which goes to its very foundations. Specifically, class struggle and
the self-emancipation of the working class have been displaced from the
centre of Marxism.

The Displacement of Class Struggle and the Working Class

Class struggle is the nucleus of Marxism. This is so in two inseparable

senses. it is class struggle that for Marxism explains thedynamic of history,

and it is the abolition of classes, the obverse or end-product of class

struggle, that is the ultimate objective of the revolutionary process. The

particular importance for Marxism of the working classin capitalist society
239
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is that this is the only class whose own class interests require, and whose
own conditions make possible, the abolition of classitself. The inseparable
unity of thisview of history and this revolutionary objectiveiswhat above
al distinguishes Marxism from other conceptions of social transformation,
and without it there is no Marxism. These propositions may seem so
obvious asto be trivial; yet it can be argued that the history of Marxism
in the twentieth century has been marked by a gradual shift away from
these principles. The perspectives of Marxism have increasingly cometo be
dominated by the struggle for power. Where the achievement of political
power was originally conceived by Marxism as an aspect or instrument of
class struggle, whose object is its own abolition, class struggle has in-
creasingly tended to appear as a meanstoward the achievement of political
power—and sometimes not even asa primary or essential means.

Such changes in the Marxist tradition have not been confined to move-
ments whose clear objective has been the attainment of power by 'demo-
cratic' or electoral means. Equally important divergences have occurred
in revolutionary movements which have accepted insurrectionary action
as a possible, even necessary, expedient in the struggle for power. The
major revolutionary movements of the twentieth century—in Russia and
China—have in a sense been forced by historical circumstances to place
the struggle for power above al else, and even to some extent to placethe
'‘people’ or 'masses before class asthe principal agentsof struggle. In these
cases, such developments have been determined by the immediate necess
ity of seizing power, of taking an opportunity that could not be rejected,
and doing so without a large and well-developed working class. The
principles of 'popular struggle' and the primacy of the contest for power
have, however, taken root in advanced capitalist countries in very different
conditions and with very different consequences. Here, the struggle for
power has increasingly meant electoral contests; the working class has
been large and even preponderant; and the 'people’ or 'masses have
ceased to mean primarily an alliance of exploited classes, notably workers
and peasants. Electoral strength has become the principal criterion of
dliance, with little concern for whether the constituents of the 'popular’
alliance can have as their objective the abolition of classesor even, more
specifically, the abolition of capitalist exploitation and whether they
possess the strategic socia power to achieve these objectives. Theimplica-
tions have been far from revolutionary and far more conducive to dis-
placing class struggle and the working class altogether from the centre
of Marxism.

These historical developments have had profound effects on Marxist
theory. It might have been possible for theory to serve asaguiding thread
through the complexities of historical change and the compromises of
political struggle, a means of illuminating these processes in the constant
light of class struggle and its ultimate goal, analysing changes in class
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structure and especialy the development of new formations within the
working class, laying a foundation for new modalities of struggle while
keeping the revolutionary objective constantly in sight. Instead, Marxist
theory, when it has concerned itself with matters of practice at all, has
increasingly adapted itself to the immediate demands of the contest for
political power, whether in the form of revolutionary action or electoral
aliance.

In the most recent major developments in Western Marxism, theory
has become in many respects a theorisation of Eurocommunist strategy
and especially its electoral strategy of 'popular aliances. Whiletheultimate
objective of Eurocommunism is still the construction of socialism, pre-
sumably a classless society without exploitation, this objective seems no
longer to illuminate the whole process of revolutionary change. Instead,
the process is coloured by the immediate needs of political strategy and
the attainment of political power. So, for example, Marxist theory seems
no longer designed to enhance working-class unity by dispelling the
capitalist mystifications that stand in its way. Instead, as we shall see in
our discussion of Nicos Poulantzas and Ernesto Laclau, these mystifica-
tions have in effect been incorporated into the Marxist theory of class,
which is now largely devoted not to illuminating the process of class
formation or the path of classstruggle, but rather to establishing a ground
for aliances within and between classes as they are here and now, for the
purpose of attaining political power.

This reconceptualisation of the revolutionary project has served to
reinforce a tendency which has come from other directions as well: the
displacement of the working class from the centre of Marxist theory and
practice. Whether that displacement has been determined by the exigencies
of the power struggle, by despair in the face of a consistently non-
revolutionary working class in the West, or simply by conservative and
anti-democratic impulses, the search for revolutionary surrogates has
been a hallmark of contemporary socialism. Whatever the reasonsfor this
tendency and whether or not it is accompanied by an explicit reformula-
tion of Marxism and its whole conception of the revolutionary process,
to dislodge the working classis necessarily to redefine the sociaist project,
both its means and its ends.

Revolutionary socialism has traditionally placed the working class and
its struggles at the heart of social transformation and the building of
socialism, not simply as an act of faith but as a conclusion based upon a
comprehensive analysis of socia relations and power. In the first place,
this conclusion is based on the historical-materialist principle which
places the relations of production at the centre of socia life and regards
their exploitative character as the root of social and political oppression.
The proposition that the working class is potentially the revolutionary
class is not some metaphysical abstraction but an extension of these
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materialist principles, suggesting that, given the centrality of production
and exploitation in human socia life, and given the particular nature of
production and exploitation in capitalist society, certain other pro-
positions follow: 1) the working class is the socia group with the most
direct objective interest in bringing about the transition to socialism;
2) the working class, as the direct object of the most fundamental and
determinative—though certainly not the only—form of oppression, and
the one class whose interests do not rest on the oppression of other
classes, can create the conditions for liberating all human beings in the
struggle to liberate itself; 3) given the fundamental and ultimately un-
resolvable opposition between exploiting and exploited classes which lies
at the heart of the structure of oppression, class struggle must be the
principal motor of this emancipatory transformation; and 4) the working
class is the one socia force that has a strategic social power sufficient to
permit its development into arevolutionary force. Underlying thisanalysis
is an emancipatory vision which looks forward to the disalienation of
power at every level of human endeavour, from the creative power of
labour to the political power of the state.

To displace the working class from its position in the struggle for
socidism is either to make a gross strategic error or to challenge this
analysis of social relations and power, and at least implicitly to redefine
the nature of the liberation which socialism offers. It is significant, how-
ever, that the traditional view of the working classasthe primary agent of
revolution has never been effectively challenged by an alternative analysis
of socia power and interest in capitalist society. Thisis, of course, not to
deny that many people have questioned the revolutionary potential of the
working class and offered other revolutionary agentsin its place: students,
women, practitioners of various alternative 'life styles, and popular
dliances of one kind or another. The point is simply that none of these
alternatives has been supported by a systematic reassessment of the socia
forces that constitute capitalism and its critical strategic targets. The
typical mode of these alternative visions is voluntaristic utopiaor counsel
of despair—or, as is often the case, both at once: avision of atransformed
society without real hopefor a process of transformation.

The most recent, and perhaps the single most systematic, attack on the
traditional Marxist view of the working class is symptomatic and worth a
brief consideration to illustrate the strategic bankruptcy of these alter-
native visions to date. André Gorz's Farewell tothe Working Classisboth
utopian vision and counsel of despair. Gorz proceeds from the premise
that, since the future of society must lie in theabolition of work, it must
be the objective of the socialist project to determine the particular form in
which work will be abolished—whether, for example, asthe degradation of
mass unemployment or as an emancipatory 'liberation of time'. The goal
he proposes isthe creation of a'discontinuous social space made up of two
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distinct spheres:' the realm of necessity, constituted by the demands of
necessary material production to satisfy primary needs—a sphere that can
never be fully escaped—and a realm of freedom outside the constraints of
necessary socia production, asphere of autonomy which must be enlarged
and to which the necessarily "heteronomous' sphere of material production
must be subordinated. The working class cannot by itsvery nature be the
agent of this transformation because the abolition of work cannot be its
objective. A class 'called into being' by capiralism.” the working class
identifies itself with its work and with the productivist logic of capital.
It isitself areplica of capital, a class'whose interests, capacities and skills
are functional to the existing productive forces, which are functional
solely to the rationality of capital’. It isaso a classwhose power has been
broken by the form and structure of the labour-process itself. The trans-
formative impulse must, therefore, come from a'non-class of non-workers'
not 'marked by the insignia of capitalist relations of producrion’,* made
up of people who, because they experience work as'an externally imposed
obligation' in which life is wasted, are capable of having astheir goa 'the
abolition of workers and work rather than their appropriation’.® This
group includes al those whom the system has rendered actually or
potentially unemployed or underemployed, all the 'supernumeraries of
contemporary social production.

Countless questions can and certainly will be raised about Gorz's
analysis of the labour-process in contemporary capitalism and its effects
on the working class. One critical point stands out: his whole argument
is based on a kind of inverted technologism, a fetishism of the labour-
process, and a tendency to find the essence of a mode of production in
the technical process of work rather than in the relations of production,
the specific mode of exploitation. (This, as we shall see, is something
that he shares with post-Althusserian theorists like Poulantzas. In both
cases, the tendency to define class less in terms of exploitative relations
than in terms of the technical process of work may help to account for a
very restrictive conception of the 'working class, which appears to include
only industrial manual workers.) This tendency also affects his perception
of the working class and its revolutionary potential, since in his account
the experience of exploitation, of antagonistic relations of production,
and of the struggles surrounding them—i.e. the experience of class and
class struggle—play little part in the formation of working-class conscious-
ness, which seems to be entirely shaped and absorbed by the technical
process of work. Gorz is undoubtedly pointing to important changesin
the structure of the working class which must be seriously confronted,
but, in the end his is a metaphysical, not an historical or sociological,
definition of the working class and its limitations, which haslittle to do
with itsinterests, experiences, and struggles as an exploited class.

Questions could aso be raised about his utopian vision itself. What is
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important from our point of view, however, is not simply this or that
objectionable characteristic of Gorz's utopia, but the very fact that it is
a utopia without grounding in a process of transformation—indeed, a
vision ultimately grounded in despair. (It is no accident that Gorz'saccount
of the utopia beginswith citizens waking up one morning and finding their
world already transformed.) In thefina analysis, Gorz offersnorevolution-
ary agent to replace the working class. It turns out that the 'non-class of
non-workers, this new revolutionary lumpen-proletariat which apparently
'prefigures a new society, holds that promise only in principle, notionally,
perhaps metaphysically; it has, by his own testimony, no strategic social
power and no possibility of action. In the end, we are left with little more
than the shop-worn vision of the'counter-culture’, bearing witness against
the 'system' in an enclave of the capitalist wilderness. This is revolution
by example as proposed in various forms from the fatuous 'socialism' of
John Stuart Mill to the pipe-dreams (joint-dreams?) of bourgeois flower-
children growing pot in communal window-boxes (while Papa-le-bourgeois
sends occasional remittances from home).

Even if the objective of the Left were to be perceived as theabolition
of work—and not as the abolition of classesand exploitation—it would be
the destruction of capitalism and capitalist exploitation, and their replace-
ment by socialism, that would determine the form in which the abolition
of work would take place. What is significant about Gorz's argument is
that, like other alternative visions, his rejection of the working classasthe
agent of transformation depends upon wishing away the need for trans-
formation, the need to destroy capitalism. It is a monumental act of
wishful (or hopeless?) thinking, a giant leap over and beyond the barrier
of capitalism, bypassing the structure of power and interest that standsin
the way of his utopia. We have yet to be offered a consistent and plausible
alternative to the working class as a means of shifting that barrier. Even
for Gorz the question is not, in thefina analysis: who else will make the
revolution? He is effectively telling us: if not the working class then no
one. The question then is whether the failure of the working class so far
to bring about a revolutionary transformation is final, insurmountable,
and inherent in its very nature. His own grounds for despair—based as
they are on an almost metaphysical technologism which denies the work-
ing class its experiences, interests, and struggles as an exploited class—are
simply not convincing. Much the same can be said about other proposals
for revolutionary surrogates, including those implicit inthe Eurocommunist
doctrine of popular aliances.

The Theoretical Requirements of Eurocommunism

The single most influential school of Western Marxism in recent years
has been a theoretical current that derives its principle inspiration from
Louis Althusser. The innovations of Althusser himself have been located
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by Perry Anderson in the general tendency of Western Marxism toward
the 'rupture of political unity between Marxist theory and mass practice'
occasioned by both 'the deficit of mass revolutionary practicein the West'
and the repressions of Stalinism.® Hence the 'obsessve methodologism'
that Althusser shared with other Western Marxists as questions of
theoretical form displaced issues of political substance; hence the pre-
occupation with bourgeois culture and the 'retroactive assimilation' into
Marxism of pre-Marxist philosophy, notably in its idealist forms, (in
Althusser's case, especially the philosophy of Spinnza)’ as 'bourgeois
thought regained a relative vitality and superiority’™ in the face of a
retreating socialism in the West; hence, too, Althusser's linguistic obscurity.
Althusser's theoretical academicism has existed in uneasy tandem with his
active political involvement in the PCF, and the precise connection
between his theory has been a matter of hot dispute. Thereisin any case
a certain incoherence in attempts to combine political practice, especially
revolutionary practice, with a theory that acknowledges no subjects in
history. The theoretical work of Althusser's pupilsand successors has been
no less prone to scholastic abstractionism, 'obsessive methodologism’,
philosophical idealism, and obscurity of language; but their development
has been much more clearly and concretely tied to the political move-
ments of the West in the sixties and seventies and specifically to the
shifting programmes of Eurocommunism. Whatever the motivations of
Althusser himself, the theoretical products of post-Althusserian Marxism
have answered directly, albeit often critically, to the demands of Euro-
communist strategy.

Eurocommunists insist that their objective, unlike that of socia demo-
cracy, is not merely to manage capitalism but to transform it and to
establish socialism. Their strategy for achieving that objective is, essential-
ly, to use and extend bourgeois-democratic forms, to build socialism by
constitutional means within thelegal and political framework of bourgeois
democracy. Eurocommunist theoreticians generally reject strategies of
‘dual power' which, they argue, treat the bourgeois democratic state asif
it were impenetrable to popular struggles and vulnerable only to attack
and destruction from without, from an oppositional base in alternative
political institutions. Eurocommunist parties, therefore, offer themselves
both as 'parties of struggle’ and as 'parties of government' which, by
achieving electoral victories, can penetrate the bourgeois-democratic
state, transform it, and implant the conditionsfor socialism. This strategy
is based on the conviction that, in the 'monopoly phase' of capitalism, a
new opposition has emerged alongside—and even overtaking—the old class
opposition between exploiters and exploited, capital and labour. In 'state
monopoly capitalism', there is a new opposition between monopolistic
forces, united and organised by the state, and the 'people’ or 'popular
masses. An absolutely crucial, indeed the central, principle of Euro-
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communist strategy is the 'popular alliance, a cross-class alliance based
on the assumption that a substantial majority of the population including
the petty bourgeoisie and wen elements of the bourgeoisie, not just the
traditional working class, can be won over to the cause of socialism. It is
precisely this new reality that makes possible a ‘peaceful and democratic'
transition to socialism. Communist parties, therefore, cannot be working
class parties in any 'sectarian' sense; they cannot even merely open them-
selves to_alliances with, or concessions to, other parties or groups. They
must themselves directly represent the multiple interests of the'people'.
The general strategy of Eurocommunism, then, seemsat least implicitly
to be built upon a conflict other than the direct opposition between
capital and labour and a moving force other than class struggle. Its first
object isto raly the 'popular’ forces against 'state monopoly capitalism’,
to create the broadest possible mass alliance, and then to establish an
‘advanced democracy' on the basis of this popular aliance, from which
base some kind of socialism can be gradually constructed. The force that
drives the movement forward is not the tension between capita and
labour; in fact, the strategy appears to proceed from the necessity—and
the possibility—of avoiding a confrontation between capital and labour.
Insofar as the strategy is aimed at anti-capitalist goals, it cannot simply
be guided by the interests of those who are directly exploited by capital
but must take its direction from the varied and often contradictory ways
in which different elements of the alliance are opposed to monopoly
capitalism. It can be argued, then, that the movement need not, indeed
cannot, in thefirst instance be motivated by specifically socialist objectives.
The doctrine of cross-class alliance proposed by Eurocommunism is,
therefore, something more than simply an electoral strategy. It embodies
a particular judgment about the source of the impulse for historical
transformation. There are two ways of looking at the extension to other
classes of the historic role formerly assigned to the working class. One is
to stress the optimism of Eurocommunism concerning the revolutionary
potential of the 'people’. The other isto stresstheir pessimism concerning
the revolutionary potential of the working class. There can belittle doubt
that, however optimistic its claims, Eurocomrnunist strategy is ultimately
grounded in the same historical reality that has so profoundly shaped
Western Marxist theory and practice in general: the disinclination of the
working class for revolutionary politics. It must be added that the Euro-
communist solution has been deeply affected by the experience of the
Popular Front. It is even possible that there is more in this political
strategy than simply pessimism about the working class. For example, the
strategy for transforming the capitalist state by a simple extension of the
bourgeois democratic forms, by the proliferation of representativeinstitu-
tions as against a system of direct council democracy, may reflect amore
profound lack of interest in, or suspicion of, popular power.® At any
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rate, though the recoil of the working class from revolutionary politicsis
a reality which any socialist strategy must confront, there are different
ways of confronting it (about which more later); and the Eurocommunist
choice is a very specific one which tells a great deal about the nature of
the movement. However the doctrine of popular aliances is conceived and
explained, the effect is the same: it displaces the working class from its
privileged role as the agent of revolutionary change and diminishes the
function of classstruggle asthe principal motor of social transformation.

Here is the crux of Eurocommunism. We cannot get to the heart of
the matter simply by equating Eurocommunism with social democracy.
It is unhelpful merely to dismiss the professions of Eurocommunists that
their objective isto transform, not to manage, capitalism. Todo thisisto
avoid the rea challenge of Eurocommunism. Nor can theissue be reduced
simply to the choice of means—revolutionary insurrection versus constitu-
tionalism, electoral politics, and the extension of bourgeois-democratic
institutions. The critical question concerns the source and agency of
revolutionary change. It is this question that, finally, determines not only
the means of socialist strategy but also its ends; for to locate the impulse
of sociaist transformation is, as we have seen, also and at the same time
to define the character and limits of socialism itself and its promise of
human emancipation.

No socialist organisation can afford to neglect the implications of the
working class recoil from revolutionary politics. Nor should socialists deny
the necessity of establishing broader alliances in various political and social
struggles. It is, however, quite another matter to suggest that other groups
or combinations of groups, even 'popular alliances in which the working
class is 'hegemonic’, can assume the historic revolutionary role formerly
assigned to the working class. To do so may be to redefine the socialist
project altogether, to limit its objectives, and to circumscribe socialism
itself. To put it simply, however disadvantaged the petty bourgeoisie or
'small' and 'medium’ capital may be in the conditions of 'state monopoly
capitalism', their self-emancipation cannot be the same, in itsmeansor in
its ends, as the self-emancipation of the working class. A socialism that
addresses itself to the kinds of oppression they al share, whatever else it
may be, is a very different thing from the socialism whose immediate and
essential impulse comes from the exploitation of one classby another.

There may or may not be a different emancipatory vision at the heart
of this modified socialist project, but it certainly entailsadifferent assess-
ment of social relations and power. The strategic judgments of Euro-
communism have required more than just an evaluation of the political
forces in the field at a particular historical 'conjuncture’. They have
demanded a more thorough-going reassessment of capitalism, its dominant
social relations and its structure of power. Such a reassessment has been
provided not only by party strategists but by academic theoreticians; and
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in the process, there has occurred an even more fundamental reformula-
tion of Marxist theoretical principles. In the final analysis, thedoctrine of
cross-class alliances and the political strategy of Eurocommunism have, it
can be argued, demanded nothing less than a redefinition of classitself and
of the whole conceptual apparatus on which the traditional Marxist
theory of class and class struggle has rested, a redefinition of historical
agency, a displacement of production relations and exploitation from the
core of socia structure and process, and much else besides.

The Journey to Eurocommunism: A Case Study

The case of Nicos Poulantzas best exemplifies the new union of Marxist
theory with Eurocommunist practice. Poulantzas deserves special attention
not only because he is perhaps the most important theorist of the post-
Althusserian tradition, the one who has done most to ground that tradi-
tion, with its philosophical preoccupations, more firmly in theimmediate
political problems of contemporary socialism, but aso because he has
made a major contribution to directing Marxists generally to long neglect-
ed theoretical problems. The extent of hisinfluence on the present genera-
tion of Marxist political theorists, which is the more impressive for the
tragic brevity of his career, would be reason enough for singling him out as
an exemplary case. But he is exemplary aso in a more general, historical
sense. The course of his political and theoretical evolution traces the
trajectory of a major trend in the European Left, reflecting the political
odyssey of awholegeneration.

When Poulantzas wrote his first major theoretical work, Political
Power and Social Classes, published—significantly—in 1968, like many
others he was seeking a ground for socialist politics that was neither
Stalinist nor Socia Democratic. There was then, on the eve of the Euro-
communist era, no obvious alternative in Europe. Poulantzas' theoretical
exploration of the political ground was still abstractly critical, negative,
chipping away at thetheoretical foundations of the main available options
without a clear positive commitment to any party line. Like many of his
contemporaries, however, he seemsto have leaned towards the ultra-left,
more or less Maoist, option. At least, his theoretical apparatus, deeply
indebted to Althusser whose own Maoist sympathies were then quite
explicit, bears significant traces of that commitment. The attack on
'economism’, which is the hallmark of Poulantzas' work and the basis of
his stress on the specificity and autonomy of the political, was essential
to Maoism and constituted one of its chief attractions for people like
Althusser. The concept of 'cultural revolution' also held a strong fascina
tion for Poulantzas, asfor the many others who claimed it asthe operative
principle of 'revolutions like that of May '68. Whatever this concept
meant to the Chinese, it was adopted by students and intellectuals in the
West to cover revolutionary movements without specific points of concen-



MARXISM WITHOUT CLASS STRUGGLE? 249

tration or focused political targets, characterised instead by adiffusion of
struggle throughout the social 'system' and all its instruments of ideo-
logical and cultural integration. The theoretical implications of this con-
ception are suggested by Poulantzas himself, for example, in his debate
with Ralph Miliband. In this exchange, Poulantzas adopted the Althusser-
ian notion of 'ideological state apparatuses, according to which various
ideological institutions within civil society which function to maintain the
hegemony of the dominant class—such as the Church, schools, even trade-
unions—are treated as belonging to the system of the state.!® Hewent on
to suggest a connection between the idea of 'cultural revolution' and the
strategic necessity of 'breaking' these ideological apparatuses. It is not
difficult to see why advocates of 'cultural revolution' might be attracted
to the notion of conceiving these 'apparatuses’ as part of the state and thus
theoretically legitimising the shift to 'cultural' and ideological revolt and
the diffusion of struggle. Indeed, the centrality of ideology in post-
Althusserian politics and theory, whatever modifications it has since under-
gone, may be rooted in a conception of social transformation as 'cultural
revolution'—if not in itsoriginal Chinese form, at least in the specifically
Western idiom of May '68. There is aso in the earlier Poulantzas, asin
many of his contemporaries, much that is reminiscent (asMiliband pointed
out in the debate with Poulantzas) of the 'ultra-left deviation' according to
which there is little difference among various forms of capitalist state,
whether fascist or liberal-democratic, and bourgeois-democratic forms are
little more than sham and mystification. Strong traces of this view can be
found, for example, in Poulantzas' conception of Bonapartism as an
essential characteristic of all capitalist states.

Many of these notions were abandoned or modified by Poulantzasin
the course of debate and in his later work. As his earlier political stance,
with its ultra-left and Maoist admixtures, gave way to Eurocommunism,
he moved away from his earlier views on Bonapartism, 'ideological state
apparatuses, and so on. Most notably, his theory of the state as well as
his explicit political pronouncements shifted from an apparent deprecia-
tion of liberal democratic forms toward an albeit cautious acceptance—
especidly in hislast book, State, Power, Socialism—of the Eurocommunist
view of the transition to socialism as the extension of existing bourgeois
democratic forms. From 'smashing' the state, he moved to 'transforming'
it. From the unstructured voluntarism of the '68 'cultural revolution',
he moved to the highly structured organisation of Communist Party
politics.

The shifts, both political and theoretical are substantial; but there is
nevertheless a continuity, a unity of underlying premises, that saysagreat
deal not only about Poulantzas himself but about thelogic running through
the evolution of the European Left, or an important segment of it, since
the 1960s. On the one hand, Poulantzas' work isinformed by a consistent
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anti-statism and a forthright assault on the deformations of Stalinism, as
well ason the statism of Social Democracy. On the other hand, thereisa
characteristic ambiguity in his own conception of democratic socialism
and the means by which it is to be achieved, an ambiguity that persists
throughout the journey from 'Maoism' to Eurocommunism and tends
toward the displacement of class struggle and the working class.

To understand the logic of that journey and the ambiguous conception
of democracy and popular struggle that informs it, something more needs
to be said about the attractions which the Maoist doctrines of ‘cultural
revolution', the 'mass line, and anti-economism have held for many
people, especially students and intellectuals, in the European Left, some-
thing that explains the unlikely transposition of these doctrines from
China to be very different conditions of Western Europe. Faced with the
'‘backwardness' of the Chinese people and an undeveloped working class,
the CPC asserted the possibility of 'great leaps forward' in the absence of
appropriate revolutionary conditions—i.e. class conditions—by dissociating
revolution from class struggle in various ways. Not only did the masses—a
more or less undifferentiated mass of workers and peasants—replace class
as the transformative force, but the rejection of 'economism' meant
specifically that the material conditions of production relations and class
could be regarded as less significant in determining the possibilities of
revolution. 1t became possible to conceive of political action and ideology
as largely autonomous from material relations and class, and to shift the
terrain of revolution to largely autonomous political and cultural struggles.
The later Cultural Revolution was the ultimate expression of this view,
and of the extreme voluntarism which necessarily followed from this
autonomisation of political action and ideological struggle.

This conception of revolution inevitably entailed an ambiguous relation
to the masses and to democracy. On the one hand, there was an insistence
upon the necessity of massive popular involvement; on the other hand,
the Maoist revolution was necessarily a revolution conducted by party
cadres for whom popular involvement meant not popular democratic
organisation but rather 'keeping in touch' with the masses and construct-
ing the 'mass line' out of the 'raw material’ of ideas and opinions emanat-
ing from them. The revolution was no longer conceived as emerging
directly out of the struggles of a classguided and unified by itsown class
interests. Instead of a classwith an identity, interests, and struggles of its
own, the popular base of the revolution was a more or less shapeless mass
(What identity do the 'people’ or the 'masses have? What would be the
content of arevolution made by them 'in their own name'?) to be harness-
ed by the party and deriving its unity, its direction, and its very identity
from autonomous party cadres.

The transportation of these principles to the advanced capitalist
countries of the West, to beadopted especially by studentsand intellectuals,
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was clearly no easy matter and required significant modifications—given
the existence of well-developed and large working classeswith long histories
of struggle, not to mention the less than ideal conditions of intellectuals
in China itself. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to see the attractions
exercised by thisview of revolution, with itsdelicately ambiguoussynthesis
of democratic and anti-democratic elements. On the one hand, Maoist
doctrine, with its insistence on keeping in touch with the masses, its
attack on bureaucratic ossification, its massline, and itsCultural Revolution
seemed to satisfy the deepest anti-statist and democratic impulses. On the
other hand, (whatever its actual implicationsin China) it could be inter-
preted as doing so without relegating declassed intellectuals to the
periphery of the revolution. The dissociation of revolution from class
struggle, the autonomisation of ideological and cultural struggles, could be
interpreted as an invitation to them to act asthe revolutionary conscious-
ness of the people, to put themselvesin the place of intrinsic classimpulses
and interests as the guiding light of popular struggles. After all, if thereis
any kind of revolution that intellectuals can lead, surely it must be a
‘cultural’ one.

Maoism, never more than a marginal and incoherent phenomenon in the
context of advanced capitalism, could not long survive transportation; but
the themes of cultural revolution, the autonomy of political and especially
ideological struggles, and in particular the displacement of struggle from
class to popular masses did survive in forms more appropriate to a Western
setting. At least, some of those who had been attracted to Maoism for its
adherence to these doctrines seem to have found in Eurocommunism a
reasonable substitute: an alternative to Stalinism which promised both
democracy or popular involvement and a specia place for elite party
cadres and declassed intellectuals. In particular, here, too, class was in-
creasingly displaced by the more flexible 'popular masses —though, of
course, in a very different form. And here, too, political and ideological
struggles were rendered more or less autonomous from material relations
and class. Direct Maoist influences need not, of course, be invoked to
explain Eurocommunist doctrine. European Communism has traditions
of its own on which to draw—the legacy of the Popular Front with its
cross-class aliances, suitably modified versions of Gramsci's theory of
hegemony with its stress on ideological and cultural domination, etc.
But for one important segment of the European Left, the transition from
'Maoism' (in its Western variant) to Eurocommunism had a certain com-
fortable logic. It is therefore not surprising to find certain continuous
themes figuring prominently in the academic theoretical systemsthat have
grown up side by side with Eurocommunism. Poulantzas, who wrote
from the standpoint of left Eurocommunism, had a stronger commit-
ment to the democratic side of the ambiguous synthesis than did many
others; and he did not, therefore, go nearly asfar as, say, Ernesto Laclau
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has done in dislodging class and class struggle from the centre of Marxism
or detaching politics and ideology from class. Nevertheless, his theoreitcal
system is, as we shall see, deeply coloured by these themes.

Poulantzas on the State

Two aspects of Eurocommunist doctrine have figured most prominently
in post-Althusserian theory: the conception of the transition to socialism
as an extention of bourgeois-democratic forms and, more fundamentally,
the doctrine of the cross-class 'popular’ alliance. Accordingly, the chief
theoretical innovations of this Marxism have occurred in the theory of
the state and the theory of class, in which the question of ideology has
assumed an increasingly pivotal role. The most important contributions
have been Nicos Poulantzas' theory of the state, his theory of class in
general and of the 'new petty bourgeoisie' in particular, and Ernesto
Laclau's theory of ideology.

Poulantzas' theory of the state, for al its scholasticism, was from the
beginning motivated by strategic considerations and the need to provide a
theoretical base from which 'scientifically' to criticise some political pro-
grammes and support others. In his first major work on the state, Political
Power and Social Classes, Poulantzas constructed an elaborate theoretical
argument largely to demonstrate and explicate two principal character-
istics of the capitalist state: the unitary character of its institutionalised
power, and its 'relative autonomy' vish-vis the dominant classes. Para-
doxically, argued Poulantzas, the dominant classes in capitalism do not
derive their 'unambiguous and exclusive' political power from actual
participation in or possession of 'parcels’ of institutionalised state power,
but rather from the 'relative autonomy' which permits the state to provide
them with the political unity they otherwise lack.”"

The question underlying these theoretical arguments is fundamentally
a strategic one: 'Can the state have such an autonomy vis-h-vis the domi-
nant classes that it can accomplish the passage to socialism without the
state apparatus being broken by conquest of a class power ¥ Poulantzas'
answer is aimed at specific targets. He attacks 'instrumentalist’ arguments
which treat the state as a mere tool of the dominant classes. He aso
rejects the other side of the 'instrumentalist' coin, the view that the
instrument can easily change hands and that, as an inert and neutral tool,
i