COUNTER-HEGEMONIC STRUGGLES*

RALPH MILIBAND

Hegemony, in Gramsci's meaning of the term, involves both coercion and
consent. As consent, it means the capacity of dominant classes to persuade
subordinate ones to accept, adopt and ‘interiorise’ the values and norms
which dominant classes themselves have adopted and believe to be right
and proper. This might be described as the strong meaning of hegemony-
as-consent. A weaker version is the capacity of dominant classes to persuade
subordinate classes that, whatever they might think of the prevailing socia
order, and however alienated they might be from it, any alternative would
be catastrophically worse, and that in any case there was nothing much
that they could do to bring about any such alternative. Wesker though this
second version might be, it is not much less effective than the first one in
consolidating the socid order. In either version, however, hegemony is not
something that can ever be taken to be findly and irreversibly won: on the
contrary, it is something that needs to be constantly nurtured, defended and
reformul ated.

The dominant classes of capitalist-democratic regimes understand this very
well, and do not take hegemony for granted. The whole history of these
regimes, since the achievement of an extended suffrage, the creation of
national working class movements, and serious political competition between
bourgeois and labour or socidist parties, has been marked by a determined
‘engineering Of consent’ on the part of conservetive forces, and by their
fierce striving to win the hearts and minds of their subordinate populations.
The sources of these struggles have been extremely varied, and their forms
have ranged from the most sophisticated and subtle to the most stridently
demagogic. The purpose, however, is dways the popular retification of the
prevailing social order, and the rejection by the working class (and everybody
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else) of any notion that there could be aradical and viable alternative to that
order. This purpose, it should be added, is aso served by real concessons
to pressure from below, notably in the realm of welfare services: it would
be a great mistake to take hegemony-as-consent to be purely a matter of
mystification.

Be that as it may, the main reason why the struggle for hegemony-
as-consent can never be taken to be findly won in capitaist-democratic
regimes is that there exists a vast discrepancy between the message which
hegemonic endeavours seek to disseminate, and the actual reality which
daily confronts the vast mgjority of the population for whom the message is
mainly intended. The message speaks of democracy, equality, opportunity,
prosperity, security, community, common interests, justice, fairness, etc. The
reality, on the other hand, as lived by the mgjority, is very different, and
includes the experience of exploitation, domination, great inequalitiesin all
spheres of life, material constraints of al kinds, and very often great spiritual
want. Reality may not be conceived and articul ated in these preciseterms, but
it is nevertheless adversely felt, and produces frustration, alienation, anger,
dissent and pressure from below for the resolution of grievances. A crucid
purpose of hegemonic endeavoursis to prevent such sentiments from turning
into a generdised availability to radical thoughts.

Were it not for the discrepancy between hegemonic message and lived
reality, there would obvioudy be much less need, or no need at al, for the
unremitting assault on popular consciousness. Nor would it be necessary to
take much account of counter-hegemonic endeavours. such strivings would
be the work of isolated individuals, who could be dismissed as eccentrics,
and who would have no hope of achieving a serious hearing. As it is, the
discrepancy between rhetoric, even when backed by real concessions, and
redlity asit islived, does provide avery large terrain for counter-hegemonic
endeavours. The terrain is sometimes more favourable, sometimes less, but
it is never altogether barren, given the nature of capitalism.

These endeavours are as diverse in form as hegemonic ones; and one of
the mogt notable features of the present epoch is how diverse also have
been their sources. Much, for instance, has rightly been made in recent
decades of the quite outstanding contribution which feminist, ecological,
anti-recist and other ‘new sociad movements have made to the disturbance
of the mental status quo of the countries in which they have flowered; and
it must be assumed that they will continue to affect the political culture and
the political agenda of these countries. There was atime, not very long ago,
when it was taken for granted on the Lé&ft that the only source of ‘real” dissent
and challenge was the working class, and more specificaly labour movements.
The presence of ‘new socid movements' on the ideological and political scene
has produced a general awareness on the Left that this was an aberration,
and that these movements had a magjor and indispensable contribution to
make. Indeed, the wheel has now come full circle, with many people on the
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Left now persuaded that only ‘new socid movements' can be expected to
provide an effective challenge to the status quo, and that labour and socialist
movements are too steeped in ancient (and obsolete) modes of thought to
be able to do so. This loss of confidence in ‘traditional’ socidist ideas, not
to speak of labour and socidist agencies, has indeed been the dominant
feature of the political culture of the Left in the eighties. ‘New times, it
has been insistently proclaimed, require new thinking; and new thinking
requires the abandonment of many, perhaps most, of the long-cherished but
by now quite irrelevant ideas which have been at the core of the socidist
tradition. The message has been conveyed in many different versions; but it
ultimately amounts to a retreat from the search and the striving for a sociaist
aternative to capitalism.

The present essay is written in the belief that thisis a grievoudy mistaken
perspective, and that socidists do have a distinctive contribution to make to
counter-hegemonic struggles; and that the socialist alternative which they
propose is now more than ever needed in the struggle against conservative
hegemony. Of course, this socidist contribution does not in any way oppose
the concerns of ‘new socid movements. On the contrary, these concerns -
anti-sexism, anti-racism, ecology, sexud liberation, peace, etc - are part of
the socidist agenda; and there are many people in ‘new social movements
who are themselves sociaists and who conceive their concerns as bound up
with socialism. But the question which | want to raise here is what are the
fundamental positions which may nowadays be said to congtitute the specific
contribution which socidists can make to counter-hegemonic struggles. These
positions need restating on at least two counts. The first, as aready noted,
is that they are now so often contested on the Left, or Smply ignored. The
second is that the criss of Communist regimes, and the collapse of some of
them, has given hegemonic forces a wonderful opportunity to proclaim not
only that Communism was dead or dying, but that socidism in any version
was in the same condition. Nothing, from a socidist perspective, could be
more necessary than to counter this, and to provide a reasoned argument on
behalf of the main propositions which define socialism.

The point of departure of such an argument has to be two closdly related
items: on the one hand, it involves aradica critique of the prevailing socia
order; on the other, an affirmation that an entirely different socia order,
based on radicaly different foundations, is not only desirable (which is easy
enough), but possible.

Critiques of capitalism on the Left have increasingly tended in recent
times to be piecemeal, and secificdly related to immediate ‘problems’,
shortcomings and failings over a multitude of issues. In other words, criticism
on the Léft tends to be directed at one aspect or another of the workings of
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a socia order dominated by capitalism, without this criticism being related
to the nature of the sysem as a whole. A socidigt critique, on the other
hand, is distinguished by the connections which it aways seeks to make
between specific ills and the nature of capitalism, as a system wholly geared
to the pursuit of private profit, whose dynamic and ethos suffuse the whole
socia order, and which necessarily relegates al considerations other than the
meaximization of private profit to a subsidiary place, at best, in the scheme of
things.

A socidig critique, unlike liberal or social democratic critiques, does not
treat the economic, socid, politica and mora falings of the sysem as
unfortunate deviations from normality, but on the contrary as intrinsic
features of the system. It isthe attenuation of ills by way of public intervention
and regulation which must be taken as deviations from the essential dynamic
of capitdism, and as contrary to its spirit and purpose. There is, from this
point of view, a perverse logic in the ‘libertarian’ argument againgt dl such
intervention and regulation: ‘libertarians’ Smply have the callous courage
which politicians devoted to ‘free enterprise’ and the rule of the market
cannot afford to have.

Socidists do of course support and demand piecemeal reforms. But they
aso offer a critique of the limited nature and palliative character of such
reforms; they demand an enlargement of the scope of reform and struggle
againg the constraints imposed upon reforms by the capitaist context in
which they occur; and they warn againgt the illusion that the deep ills
generated by the system can be truly cured within its framework. Thus, a
socidist critique of the ‘welfare state’ does not in the least denigrate the value
of the reforms which are encompassed within this rubric; but it does point
to the inadequacies which are bound to exist in a syssem unsympathetic to
collective provision. Similarly, a socialist critique of public ownership points
to the need to infuse it with an altogether different spirit from the spirit
which moves capitalist enterprise, but also acknowledges that this, to be fully
realised, requires the transcendance of capitalism itsdlf.

| suggested earlier that a socidisgt critique of the prevailing socia order
is dways coupled with the insistence that a radical aternative is not only
desirable but possible. ‘A radical alternative’, as | understand it, Smply
means the creation of a cooperative, egalitarian, democratic, and ultimately
clasdess society, to be replicated in due course throughout the world. Any
such project wes dways utterly repellent to anti-socidists everywhere, and
fiercely denounced by them as Utopian nonsense and as a sure recipe,
whatever the intentions of its proponents, for the creation of a murderoudy
repressive and totalitarian socid order. Some such view, however, is now
also quite commonly held in many parts of the Left as well. Here too, there
is now considerable suspicion of the radical transformations which socidism
undoubtedly implies.

This, it should be noted, is not only a matter of saying that the project must
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be concelved as along-term affair, as a process which is bound to extend over
avery long period, and which may never come to be completed. All thisis
mere commonsense; and if commonsense was not sufficient, the experience
of Communist regimes would show well enough that large-scale socid change
is a very difficult and complex business, even in the best of circumstances,
which are not likely to exist anywhere, and which certainly did not exist in the
countries where Communists assumed power. The view often found on the
Left nowadays proceeds from a different position, namely that we don't realy
know where we are, that we certainly don't know where we should be going,
that to try and impose a ‘pattern’ upon what is called redlity is dangerously
arrogant, and that the very notion of a radical alternative to the here and
now is laden with dangerous consequences. Thus speaks ‘post-modernism’,
and other currently fashionable modes of thought as well.

The experience of Communist regimes has many important lessons for
socialigts. But it cannot be taken to show that any attempt to create a
society radicaly different from what capitalism has produced is bound to
be disastrous. It is good conservative propaganda to argue that the only
alternative to capitalism isthe kind of regime which characterised Communist
rule. But this is a very stunted view of what is possible by way of socid
arrangements; and one of the tasks of counter-hegemony is precisdy to
ingst, with the help of programmes and policies and 'prefigurative’ modes
of behaviour and organisation, on the distance that separates socialism from
Communist experience.

Thereis obvioudy no way of proving this, save in practice; and this makes
it possible for conservatives to point with much glee to the fact- and it is afact
- that nowhere has the kind of society advocated by well-meaning sociaists
come into being; and the point is reinforced by the fact that societies claiming
to be socidist have been created, but have not been, to say the least, good
models of what a socidist society should be. The point cannot be brushed
aside; but what it means is that the socialist case has to be presented with
due regard for the many difficult questionsit raises. In other words, the case
has to be made without the naive and implausible claims which have often
been advanced for socialism. Socidism is not a doctrine of instant salvation,
with the promise of a perfectly harmonious, strife-free society, in which dl
ills which have dways aflicted humankind will be miraculoudy dissipated.
Its claims are rather more modest. What it offers is the promise of a sociad
order in which remediableillswould at least be drastically attenuated, and in
which atruism and fellowship would be made possible by a context altogether
different from the context provided by capitalism.

Thereis, in this connection, a fundamental point which needs to be made:
thisisthat the socialist project is based on the premise that ‘ordinary people’
are capable of ruling themselves and of ensuring the viablity of acooperative,
humane and rational socia order. This too is a message that goes against
the grain in an epoch soaked in blood. The twentieth century has been a
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century of war, massacre and horrors on an immense scale, in which masses
of ‘ordinary people’ have been willing participants, and to which even larger
masses of people have given their support, or to which they have at least
acquiesced. Does it then really make sense, after the bloodbaths of World
War | and World War I, and dl the other wars which this century has
witnessed, after Auschwitz and the Gulag and Hiroshima and Vietnam and
a host of other infamous such names, to project a rosy picture of societies
- indeed of a world - peopled by humans capable of socidlity, cooperation,
altruism, and guided by rational modes of thought and behaviour?

The answer, in socidist terms, is not to deny mass participation in, or
support for, or acquiescence in, the horrors which have marked the twentieth
century; but rather to notethe crucia fact that these horrorswere not initiated
by ‘the masses’. Theready attribution of guilt to everybody (‘we areall guilty’)
masks the fact that the high policy decisions which led to the horrors were
made by rulers, with very little if any ‘input’ by ‘the masses. It was not ‘the
masses which decided to build gas chambers, or to build the Gulag, or to carry
out saturation bombing in Korea or Vietham. That ‘the masses supported
their rulers and took part in the enterprises which the latter set in train shows
well enough that ‘ordinary people’ are not innately good, which is hardly
news, and that plenty of people easly develop an executioner's vocation.
This is a sobering thought, but it cannot be taken to mean that people are
innately bad and incapable of socidity and altruism. What any such ascription
- positive or negative - missesis the importance of the context in which ‘good’
or ‘bad’ qualities flower. At the heart of the socialist perspective, there is
the conviction that nothing in this realm is settled, predetermined, and that
human nature is not implacably cursed by ‘innate’ cruelty and aggression.

Allied to this conviction, there is the further notion that societies based
on domination and exploitation, and in the grip of crises which they
cannot resolve, will inevitably produce deep pathological deformations,
of which racism, sexism, antisemitism, xenophobia, ethnic hatreds, cruelty
and aggression, are common manifestations; and that socidism (not to
be confused with Stalinism) offers the only possible context in which
these deformations can be effectively countered and thus turned into
margina and increasingly rare phenomena. ‘Socialism or Barbarism’ may
be an over-dramatic dogan; but in so far as barbarism is compatible with
great technological and cultural sophistication, the notion of Sociaism or
Civilized Barbarism embodies a truth which counter-hegemonic struggles
need to stress.

Regrettably, any serious discussion of socialigt aternatives has to tackle an
exceedingly difficult question, namely the question of public ownership. |
say ‘regrettably’, not because it is difficult, though it is, but because it is a
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subject which hardly quickens the blood or which provides much inspiration.
Nor doesit attract much support, even on the Left. Conservative propaganda,
ever since the end of World War 11, when measures of nationalisation were
part of the agenda of socid democratic parties, has succeeded in making the
idea of public ownership al but synonymous with bureaucracy, inefficiency,
doth and neglect of the consumer; and this propaganda has been given
further credence by the unattractive forms which nationalisation, under
social democratic auspices, did acquire. Also, Communist experience, here
too, has served to strengthen the view that state enterprise is inefficient, and
that it also congtitutes a sinister additional support for unbridled statism.
The Left nowadays may not be wholly reconciled to capitalist enterprise,
but it has become exceedingly uncertain about any alternative to it; and the
uncertainty has been greatly enhanced by the new difficulties which measures
of nationalisation in any single country, in the era of global capitalism, are
deemed to entail.

Counter-hegemonic endeavours imperatively require areasoned discusson
of these questions, and aresol ute defence of public ownership asan absolutely
indispensable foundation for a socid order radically different from capitalism.
It needsto be said, for instance, that public ownership is not synonymouswith
state ownership, and that it can and must assume many different forms, from
state ownership of the commanding heights of the economy to municipa
and cooperative ownership. Nor need public or socid ownership, even in
its different forms, be al-encompassing. However disagreeable this may be
to purists, it is desirable that a private sector, with a multitude of smdl-scae
enterprises, catering to a variety of needs, should continue to exist alongside
the public sector: the point about this ‘mixed economy’ is that the public
sector should greatly outweigh the private one.

Furthermore, it is pure propaganda and prejudice which &ffirm that state
enterprise is inherently bureaucratic, inefficient, slothful, and so forth. There
are plenty of instances, drawn from many countries, including Communist
countries, to show that it need not be so. As for the dangers of enhanced
statism, everything here depends on the nature of the regime in which
public enterprise is located. An authoritarian regime, in which the state is
indeed dominant over society, will hardly turn state enterprises into models
of democratic practice. A capitalist-democratic regime, for its part, which
conceives such enterprises in capitalist rather democratic terms, will be as
unsympathetic as private business to pressures for democratic control. A
sociaigt regime, on the other hand, would be expected - in fact required
- to include public enterprise in the general democratisation of life which it
would seek to foster.

Nor can the growing internationalisation of economic life make impossible
thetransfer into public ownership of strategic sectors of the national economy.
It no doubt complicates the process, but the notion that it spells disaster, ruin
and chaos s, in this as in the case of other policies and measures which run
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counter to powerful interests and conventional modes of thought, born of
ideological bias rather than cool assessment.

Stll, there are problems here aufficiently acute to require a compelling
answer to the question: why bother? What is the point of so demanding and
fraught an enterprise?

The answer is made up of a combination of economic, political and also
moral factors which cannot be neatly disentangled.

In so far as a fundamental purpose of socidism is the creation of a
genuindly democratic society, it cannot admit the existence of a formidable
concentration of power in the hands of a smal group of people, who
exercise that power with very little external control. But such precisaly is
the power exercised by corporate elites in capitalist societies, and economic
concentration renders that power ever greater and more extensive with every
day that goes by. Of course, corporate elites themselves are much given to
off at this notion, and to point at the constraints to which they are subjected
by the state, their shareholders, customers, public opinion, the market, and
so forth; and it is indeed the case that their power is not absolute, and that
they do not form a perfectly cohesive bloc. But it is aso sheer obfuscation
to clam that because corporate power is not absolute or perfectly cohesive,
it is not very great. On the contrary, it is very great indeed, and affects very
deeply al economic, political, and cultural aspects of their societies, not to
speak of its impact upon what the state does or does not do. It isin this
respect a good illustration of the meaning of hegemonic obfuscation that
its ideologists should have been able to foster the notion that the ‘special
interests which had real power in society and were able to ‘hold it to ransom’
were the trade unions rather than capitalist interests.

Corporate power turns ‘capitalist democracy’ into a contradiction in terms,
into a formulation laden with tension and double speak. For democracy, in
any but a formd and stilted sense, requires a rough equality between the
members of society: capitaist power precludesit. It also requires that power
should be directed to purposes democratically determined by society, and
carried out by responsible and accountable agents. Corporate power evades
that requirement.

This is not something for which the holders of corporate power can
themselves be blamed. They too are the prisoners of a system whose
rationality excludes so far as it can dl considerations other than the
maximization of profit for the firm. The notion that this is certain to
produce the best possible results for everybody is belied by the whole
history of the system. For throughout that history, it has been necessary
for the state to step in and at least attenuate the socially detrimental effects
of what capitalists, inthe pursuit of private profit, weredoing to their workers,
consumers, and society at large. But this intervention, intended not least to
save capitalism from itself, cannot - and is not intended to - cure the crucial
and inherent fault of the system, namely the fact that it is not designed to
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assure the socidly beneficid utilisation of the immense resources which it
has itsdf brought into being. Its productive capacity has been and remains
truly prodigious; and this provides the basis for humane societies. But having
created that basis, capitalism is itsdf the greatest obstacle to the realisation
of such societies.

There are many people on the Left who accept dl this, and more, but who
go on to argue that the failures, shortcomings and derelictions of capitalism
require by way of remedy greater state intervention, regulation, direction and
prohibition, rather than public ownership, which is declared to be irrelevant.
It is obvioudy an attractive argument, since it appears to dispose so easily
of al the great complications and problems which are certain to attend
the implementation of measures of public ownership, even in conditions
where it enjoys wide support; and the argument is al the more attractive
since it has been possible to achieve a good deal of regulation of capitalist
enterprise.

The trouble, however, is that this intervention has not normally impaired
very materially the freedom of corporate power to make decisions of major
local, regional, national and international importance without much or
any reference to anybody. A more radicd measure of interventionism
is possible in crigs circumstances, but is difficult to maintain effectively,
a least in capitalist-democratic conditions, againgt the opposition, ill-will,
circumvention and sabotage which it is bound to encounter on the part of
business. Nor obvioudy does interventionism change the essential character
and dynamic of capitdism. In short, intervention and regulation, necessary
though they are, are no substitute for public ownership, if the purpose is
indeed the radical transformation of the system.

On this score, the rehabilitation of public ownership hasto be amgjor task
of counter-hegemonic struggles in the socidist mode. Given the present state
of the issue, thisis likely to be a lengthy and arduous business; but it is an
essential contribution which sociaists have to make. So too do they need,
quite obvioudy, to produce redlistic answers to the questions posed by the
relation of plan to market. Planning forms part of the economics and the
politics of socialism. But how to plan, and how much, remain questions high
on the socidist agenda.

There is another, rather different reason why the transcendance of
capitalism by way of the creation of a predominant public sector is necessary,
namely that it is the only way in which may be initiated one of the crucia
purposes of socidism: the abolition of wage labour.

Wage labour is here taken to mean work performed for awage in the service
of a private employer who is entitled, by virtue of his or her ownership or
control of the means of work, to dispose of the surplus produced by workers
as he or she thinks fit, and without any reference to the people who have
produced that surplus. In other words, the abolition of wage labour means
the end of a sysem in which people are employed for the sole purpose of
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enriching their employers. Wage labour thus understood is of course the
essence of capitalism.

It will at once be said, quiterightly, that the exploitation which isinherent
in wage labour is dso possible, and may well be much worse, at the
hands of controllers of state enterprise; and that public ownership does
not therefore entail the end of wage labour. This, however, misses a crucia
difference between private and public ownership. Public ownership does not
automatically mean the end of wagelabour; but exploitation under its auspices
may be taken as a deformation of it, and capable of being avoided by means
of democratic control. Exploitation, on the other hand, is the very purpose
of capitalist enterprise: it may, under its auspices and by way of external
intervention, be attenuated, but it cannot be eliminated. Public or socid
ownership under democratic control offers the possibility and promise of
reglisng the abolition of wage labour; such a possibility and promise is
rigoroudy excluded by the very nature of capitalism.

The point may be illustrated by reference to dave labour. The conditions
under which dave labour occurred in history varied greatly, with the more
humane treatment of daves here, and their less humane treatment there.
But davery itsdf endured, was until not al that long ago generally taken to
be quite ‘natural’, and required not attenuation but abolition. Wage labour
is not dave labour. But while it too may be attenuated, and is taken to be
quite ‘natural’, it needs to be abolished. Thiscannot be achieved very rapidly;
but that is no reason for not beginning the process as soon as possible, and
thus set in train a new and very different type of ‘relations of production’.
In due course, and with the generalised practice of these new relations, the
notion of one person working for the persona enrichment of another will
be seen to be as odious and ‘unnatural’ as the notion of one person owning
another.

v

Perhaps the greatest of dl successes which conservative ideologists and
politicians have scored in the struggle for hegemony has been in the
appropriation of democracy as their particular cause and concern. This
is dl the more remarkable in that conservatism has historically fought
tooth and nail against democratic advances, and when forced to retreat,
has aways gtriven to narrow as far as possible the meaning and scope of
the concessions it has had to make. But hegemonic success in this respect
is perhaps not so remarkable after all, given the nature of Communist
regimes, and the opportunity which their repressive and undemocratic
character offered to conservative ideologists to proclaim that, in opposing
Communism, they were defending democracy against its enemies on the
Left, whether those enemies caled themselves Communists, sociaists, or
whatever.
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It is clearly one of the main tasks of counter-hegemonic endeavours
to expose the shadlowness of these democratic proclamations, to point to
the narrowness of the meaning which conservative, and liberal, and much
social democratic discourse, attaches to democracy, and to point aso to the
crippling limitations which affect democratic forms and processes in class
dominated societies. S0 t00 isit necessary to stress that bourgeois democracy
is never sfe at the hands of the bourgeoisie, not only in periods of great
socia tension, when the authoritarian e ements which form part of bourgeois
democracy come to the fore, but aso in ‘normal’ times, when hegemony-as-
coercion permanently co-habits with hegemony-as-consent. Again, part of the
socidist critique of bourgeois democracy hasto be the latter's confinement of
democracy to gtrictly ‘political’ forms, whereas democracy, in socidist terms,
is conceived as a pervasive force in all areas of life.

To argue dl this, and more, in detail, is very necessary. But it leaves open
avery large question, which socidists have found it difficult to tackle. This
is whether socialist democracy is essentidly a radical extension of capitalist
democracy, or whether it amountsto an entirely different system, which may
be defined in terms of semi-direct democracy.

The socid democratic Left has traditionally endorsed capitdist democracy,
and only sought marginal improvementsin itsworkings. Thisis quite logical:
adaptation to capitalism is here parallelled by adaptation to capitalist
democracy. For their part, Communist parties have gonethrough an evolution
with two digtinct phases. From their creation in the years immediately
following World War | to the turn to the Popular Front in the mid-thirties,
they coupled their wholesale denunciation of bourgeois democracy as a
complete sham with a commitment to replace it by a locd version of the
Soviet model, which was defended as immeasurably more democratic than
bourgeois democracy. In a second phase, they abandoned this posture and
for dl practical purposes accepted the framework of bourgeois democracy,
with various proposalsfor its further democratisation, and thisistheir position
today.

This ‘reformist’ position was adamantly rejected by other sections of the
Marxist Left, which clung with unflagging dedication to the vison of a
demoacratic order in which popular power would be barely mediated by
representatives who would be delegates constantly accountable to and
revocable by those who had chosen them. This was of course the vison
evoked by Marx in his glowing defence of the Paris Commune in The Civil
War in France in 1871; and it was also advanced in much greater detail by
Lenin in The Sate and Revolution in 1917. This was indeed - or rather
would have been if it had ever been redised - an entirely new form of
regime, in which the power hitherto appropriated by the state would be
re-appropriated by those in whom it should by right be vested, namely the
peopl e, who would not merely rule, but also govern, with the statein aprocess
of rapid decomposition.
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Attractive though this vison is, it does represent a jump into a far-distant
future, and cannot be taken as a redlistic view of the kind of regime
that would be needed in the construction of a socidist society. Such a
regime would undoubtedly welcome and foster a great extension of popular
participation and power; and it would seek the radical democratisation of
the state apparatus. But it would also need a state that was not, in any real
meaning of the term, ‘withering away’. The state would be representative,
accountable, controlled and circumscribed; but it would nevertheless need a
great deal of power to take care of dl the functions which the state, at local,
regional and national level, is aone able to fulfil. Not the least of these would
be the settlement of conflicts that are certain to arise even in a democratic
society freed from the shackles of capital. Also, it is to the state that would
ultimately fdl the duty to protect the rights of minorities and to ensure that
popular power is not exercised arbitrarily. Popular power and state power, in
this perspective, would complement each other, and would al so, under agreed
procedures, check each other.

Far from helping Marxists in counter-hegemonic struggles for democracy,
the vison of an entiredly new socia order based on semi-direct democracy
has tended to make them oblivious to the need to explore serioudy the
ways in which socidists ought to tackle the vast problems which the notion
of a genuinely democratic system is bound to pose. Such an exploration,
conducted soberly and without demagogic rhetoric, is an essentia part of
counter-hegemonic endeavours.

Meanwhile, there are democratic and civic rights to be defended against
the conservative forces which constantly seek to curb them. Socidists are not
alone in this struggle in the defence of what are mideadingly called bourgeois
rights; but socidists should be their most resolute and principled partisans,
and the most fervent advocates of their extension.

\Y

The discussion so far has concentrated on socidist concerns within capitalist
societies. But socidism has dways had a strong international, and inter-
nationalist, dimension. What does this mean nowadays? What, if anything,
is there which digtinguishes sociadigt internationalism from other versions of
internationalism, and which may be said to congtitute a specific socidist
contribution to counter-hegemonic struggles?

In recent years, Mikhail Gorbachev has sought with great eloguence to
define the kind of internationalism which the world requires today, and has
done so in terms of universal values and aspirations, beyond boundaries
of nations, classes and creeds - values and aspirations relating to peace,
disarmament, the protection of the environment, and so on. These are
indeed universal values, and socidists obvioudy subscribe to them. But
such subscription cannot alone be taken to define socidist internationalism
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(nor for that matter does Gorbachev suggest that they can). For sociaist
internationalism has to proceed from the regrettable but crucia fact that,
however much the decision-makers in capitalist countries may subscribe to
universd values, they are moved by very different considerations in regard to
international &ffairs.

Uppermost among these considerations, ever since the Bolshevik Revo-
Iution and particularly since the end of World War Il, has been the
determination of major capitalist governments, to contain, curb or crush
movements of radical reform and revolution throughout the world, and
to contain, curb, crush or bring into line governments intent on pursuing
policies of which these capitdist governments disapproved. Another way of
making the same point isto say that, particularly Since 1945, there has existed
astate of global war, or aninternational civil war, between the mgjor capitalist
powers, led by the United States, on the one hand, and the movements and
governments to which | have referred on the other. This conflict has assumed
many different forms - economic, political, cultural, military. But it has
defined much of the redlity of international relations, not to speak of what
it has meant for the countries concerned, for the best (or rather the worst)
part of this century.

The Cold War made it appear that the conflict was above al a matter of
confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union, and their
respective allies, and a massve hegemonic assault on the consciousness of
the peoples of the ‘Free World’ turned into a not-to-be-questioned part of
conventional wisdom the notion that the confrontation was based upon the
aggressive and expansionist designs of the Soviet Union. In fact, that was
never the issue at al. The real war, sometimes cold and often murderoudly
hot, was dways that between conservative forces, loca and external, and
the forces, notably but not exclusvely in the ‘third world’, which sought a
transformation of the status quo unacceptable to those conservative forces.

In this perspective, the collapse of Communist regimesin Eastern Europe
(and its likely collapse elsewhere) clearly constitutes a great strengthening of
the hope nurtured by conservative forces that the world might be shaped (or
re-shaped) in an image acceptable to them. There isnow avery good chance
that some Communist countries at least will move towards the restoration of
capitalism: some of them are aready well advanced on that road. So too isit
quitelikely that countriesin the ‘third world’ which had previoudy proclaimed
acommitment to socialism and ‘Marxism-Leninism” will follow the samepath.
No wonder that the defenders of capitaism should be celebrating a glorious
victory, and proclaiming the end of socialism, which is aso what is meant by
the ‘end of history’.

Such celebration and proclamation is, however, rather premature. Soviet-
type Communism, with the centrally planned command economy and the
monopolistic one-party political system, is out or on the way out, and will
not be resurrected. But the notion that this is the end of sociaigt striving
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and eventual socidist advances leaves a vital fact out of account. This is
that, despite the current apotheosis of capitalism, it has resolved none of the
problems which give sustenance to socidist aspirations and struggles. Given
theinherent and ineradicablefailings of capitalism, thereisno reason to doubt
that the gtriving for radical alternatives will continue. Such striving is subject
to phases of advance and phases of retreat; and the seventiesand eighties have
undoubtedly been aphase of retreat. But to believe that thisisirreversibleis
naively unrealistic. No one can tell when advance will be resumed, or what
formsit will take; but resume it will.

Itisinthelight of the permanent struggle on aglobal scale of conservative
forces againgt forces of radica reform and revolution that sociaist interna
tionalism has to be understood. This does not exclude concern with large
(or small) ‘humanist’ issues and causes. Nor of course does it preclude close
collaboration with groups and movements primarily interested in such issues
and causes. But socialists neverthel ess have their own perspectivesto advance
in the realm of international relations and conflicts. Their most obvious task
is diciting support for movements and regimes which are subject to hostility
and destabilisation by conservative forces at home and abroad. Another is
the advancement of sociaist explanations of the roots of the interventionism
in which the United States and its alies have been and are engaged across
the world; for in no areais hegemonic obfuscation, disinformation, and plain
lying more common than in this reaim.

This, it should beadded, isby no meansto say that socidist internationalism
automatically resolvesall the problemswhich frequently ariseinrelationtothe
support which it demands. There are movements which loudly proclaim their
liberating and anti-imperialist commitments, but whose credentials, from a
socidist point of view, may be exceedingly dubious. Similarly, governments
issued from struggles against tyranny and imperialisn may turn out to be
themselves vicious tyrannies, notwithstanding their anti-imperialist rhetoric.
The Iranian regime is an obvious example. What this means is that support
based on socidlist internationalism, even in the worthiest of cases, can never
be wholly unconditional. Stalin once described an internationalist as ‘one
who is ready to defend the USSR without reservation, without wavering,
unconditionally’; and this was long endorsed and followed by Communists
everywhere. Socidist internationalism does not involve such a surrender of
critical faculties in favour of any movement or regime.

There are obvioudy many other issues than those arising from the
requirement of international solidarity which socidist internationalism does
not automatically resolve, and which are susceptible to diverse and divergent
positions. One of theseissues hasto dowith institutional arrangementsbeyond
the nation state. Socialists can have no concern with the preservation of
national ‘sovereignty’ as such. At the same time, they cannot be indifferent
to arrangements which, asin the case of the European Economic Community
and the pressure for afederal structure for its members, are likely to confirm
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and lidify capitalist hegemony in the countries concerned. From a sociaist
point of view, it may well be that the most acceptable position is neither an
indstence on national ‘sovereignty’, nor an acceptance of federalism under
capitalist auspices, but regional confederal structures in which a degree of
ingtitutionalised cooperation between the members countries would be alied
to a high degree of autonomy in the determination of major issues of policy.

Perhaps more immediately to the point, sociaist internationalism requires
the fostering of the closest possible ties between socialis movements
(and trade union movements) across frontiers for the purpose of mutual
reinforcement and the forging of common policies. The need for such
cooperation has long been obvious, but in terms of real effectiveness has
remained a largely unrealised aspiration. Given the ever-greater intenation-
alisation of capital, it isnow more urgent than ever; and the chances of it being
advanced are now better than they have been since 1917, given the lessening
of the divisions which have plagued Left movements thereafter.

VI

There was a time when many if not most socidists to the left of socid
democracy would have affirmed without hesitation that the indispensable
basisof counter-hegemonic struggleswasMarxism: on no other basis, it would
be said, could such struggles be effectively waged, or even taken serioudy by
Marxists. Affirmations of this kind were based on some simple presumptions:
one of them was that Marxism, or rather ‘Marxism-Leninism’, was a settled
and mostly unproblematic body of thought, which held conclusive answers
to dl questions, from, in aphabetical order, astronomy to zoology. Another
presumption was that failure to accept these answers showed a deplorable
imprisonment in bourgeois thought.

Savein the few Communist regimes where such an approach to what passes
for Marxism can ill be imposed, most notably in China, Marxism has long
been dlotted a very different and much less exalted status on the left, and
has in fact been subjected to sustained and fundamenta criticism and attack
from within the Left. There is by now a very long list of failings and lacunae
which are said to aflict Marxism, drawn up by people who insst that they
remain Marxists, or who continue to clam Marx as a mgjor influence upon
them. Theligt includes such items as economic and class reductionism, gender
blindness, methodologica deficiencies, untenable propositions, a propensity
to authoritarianism, a dangerous utopianism, and so on. In any casg, itisaso
said, the world of the 19th century, in which Marxism was forged, is long
gone, so much so that the transformations which capitalism has undergone
and has wrought upon the world, have turned much if not most of Marxism
into something of an higtorical relic.

Other essays in this volume deal with these strictures; and | only wish to
add in this connection that the criticisms levelled at Marxism in relation to
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many of its features do not seem to me to have undermined some of its key
propositions. One such proposition, perhaps the most important of them al
in socid and political analysis, and the one which hegemonic endeavours are
mogt at pains to befog or deny, is that capitalist societies are fundamentally
divided between, on the one hand, dominant classes so defined by virtue of
their ownership or control of the main means of domination - the means of
production, the means of administration and coercion, i.e. the state, and the
means of persuasion and consent; and, on the other hand subordinate classes,
so defined by virtue of their relative (or absolute) lack of ownership or control
of thesemeans.* A related proposition isthat theinterests of these classes are
fundamentally divergent and produce a permanent struggle between them,
which assumes many different forms at different times but which is inherent
in societies based on domination and exploitation. A third such propositionis
that domination and subordination are not unalterable, but can be overcome
by the collective endeavours of the subordinate classes themselves.

Critics rightly point to the fact that there are other divisons in society
than those based on class, namely divisions based on gender, race, ethnicity,
nationality, religion, or a combination of some of them. The critics tend to
overlook the fact that these divisions are often related to class location,
or are influenced by it; but the point is well taken that, whether so or
not, Marxism has traditionally paid far too little attention to these other
divisions.

Y et, it does not seem unreasonable to see these criticisms as qualifications,
however important, of the Marxis emphasis on class, rather than its
invalidation. There are many grounds for arguing that class and class
divison have been, and remain, ‘primary’. Perhaps the most important
such reason is that even if al the ams of feminist, anti-racist, ethnic,
national and other movements could be realised, society would nevertheless
remain fundamentally divided on class lines. No doubt, the composition
of the dominant class, and much else about the social order, would be
different, but domination and subordination, based on class lines, would
endure. By contrast, the elimination of class divisions would &t least make
possible the elimination of divison on the ground of gender, race, ethnicity,
etc. This is the essential condition for the achievement of a socid order
from which these divisons would eventually be banished. ‘New socid
movements may well argue that it is not a sufficient condition for this
to happen, and that it would be foolish to assume that the elimination
of class automatically entails al other good things; but that (important)
observation does not invalidate the Marxist emphasis on the ‘primacy’ of
classdivisions.

*What follows in the rest of this section is discussed at length in Divided Societies. Class Struggle
in ContemporaryCapitalism (Oxford University Press, 1989)
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One of the most derided features of Marxism in recent years has been
its focus on the working class as the principal agent for the liberation of
society; and this has a clear bearing on counter-hegemonic struggles. For if
the working class is not that agent, and never can be, counter-hegemonic
endeavours directed towards that class are misguided, and ought to be
directed to other, more receptive agents.

Criticisms of Marxism because of what istaken to beits ‘labour metaphysic'
also rest on different grounds. One of them isthat the working class, which is
taken to mean the male, industrial, manufacturing, working class, is steadily
shrinking in advanced capitalist countries, and will continue to shrink in a
'post-Fordist' era. In any case, it is aso said, the notion of the working
class as a potentialy revolutionary class was aways a myth, as experience
has richly demonstrated over the whole historical span in which the working
class has been in existence; and even, it is added, if the working class had
been a revolutionary class, there was no good reason to believe, and plenty
of evidence to suggest, that the socid order it would usher in would not mark
the liberation of society at large.

One obvious flaw in the argument has to do with the meaning attached to
the notion of ‘working class’. For it is clearly an unwarranted limitation of
that meaning to confine it to the industrial, manufacturing working class.
On any reasonable view, it includes on the contrary the vast mgjority of the
population of advanced capitalist countries, on the strength of the source of
their income (mainly the sale of their labour power), the level of their income
(which places them in the lower and lowest income groups), and, as noted
earlier, their lack of ownership or control of the means of power and influence
in their society. These combined characteristics define the working class, as
the largest part of the subordinate population of the countries concerned.

A very different question is whether this ‘sociological majority’ is ever
likely to turn into a ‘political majority’, that is, whether the working
dass and its dlies in the rest of the subordinate class, are ever likey
to want the kind of radica changes implied by the notion of socialism.
In this respect, it is undoubtedly true that Marx, and Marxists after him,
took much too sanguine of view of working class commitment to radica
change, particularly to revolutionary change understood as proceeding
from insurrectionary upheaval. But it seems al the same exceedingly
premature to say that the working class, or a least a large part of
it, can never be persuaded to support programmes of radical change
pointing in socialigt directions. Indeed, to say this flies in the face of
much evidence: for mgjorities, of which members of the working class
formed by far the largest part, have repeatedly been found in many countries
to express support for parties which advanced precisdy such programmes.
The grounds for that support were no doubt varied, and cannot be taken to
imply a generalised socidist consciousness and commitment. Nevertheless,
support has been dicited for radical change from subordinate populations:
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that the policies which were then pursued usually failed to match the
promises made raises different questions about the other conditions of radical
change.

As for the kind of society which radical change would bring about, | have
aready noted that socidism hasto free itsdf of the Salvationist and ‘utopian’
featureswhich have commonly (and understandably) suffused it. But it isalso
quite mistaken, and debilitating, to arguethat, because everything will not be
immediately and radically transformed in a society moving towards socialism,
the changes which will occur may therefore be discounted as trivial. Sotoo is
it perverseto invoke the example of Communist regimes to show the “failure
of socialism’. Asaready noted, there are important lessons to be learnt from
the experience of these regimes; but they do not include the lesson, which
advocates of the status quo are so eager to distil from that experience,
that socidism cannot deal effectively with sexism, racism, ethnic discord,
antisemitism and other manifestations of social morbidity. To argue thisisto
indgt that here was socialism, and that no other version of it isplausible. It is
not agood argument. Radical change, of the kind outlined here, would make
possible the beginnings of a necessarily dow and arduous process of creating
societies that would be genuine communities. This does not spell instant, or
even distant, salvation; but it does offer a promise of real advance towards
emancipation from remediable ills.

Class andysis in the Marxist mode clams to provide an organisational
principle for the understanding of a vast range of seemingly disparate
phenomena. It is a principle which is vulnerable to reductionist abuse, but
this is not invevitable. Marxism's predictive capacity has proved again and
again to be weak; but this latter point only shows that people who want to
know the future should not consult Marx but Madame Olga. When al is
said and done, Marxism as class analysis, handled with due care, remains an
instrument of unsurpassed value in the interpretation of social and political
life, and in the explanation of phenomena which, in other hands, remain
unexplained or misunderstood. Thisisalsoto say that it isof unsurpassed value
in counter-hegemonic struggles, since these struggles have as aprimary object
the ‘laying bare’ of areality which hegemonic struggles seek to conceal.

The ultimate purpose of counter-hegemonic struggles, in socidist terms,
is to make socidism ‘the common sense of the epoch’. On any redlistic
view, this must be taken to be a very long-term project, spread over many
generations and never likely to be wholly completed. But advances can at
least be made, and clearly have to be made, for the socidist enterprise
itself to make advances. Nothing much in this realm can move until a large
number of men and women have 'interiorised' a socidist consciousness, and,
in Cromwell's phrase about the New Model Army, know what they want and
love what they know. There has, in this respect, clearly occurred a notable
retreat, in so far as generations of men and women, nurtured in socidist
idess in earlier decades of the century, have gone, or lost heart, and have
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not been replaced by new generations in more recent decades. Thisis not at
al to sy that these new generations are less open, rebellious, iconoclastic,
than preceding ones: it is rather that their rebelliousness and iconoclasm are
not on the whole oriented in the direction of socidist ideas. Nor, dl things
considered, isthis very surprising.

There are many people on the Left who now believe that this is an
irremediable situation in the conditions of ‘post-modernity’. This is a very
short-term view, which ignores the degree to which the material and mora
circumstances created by capitalism will in due course re-direct attention
to the solutions which socidism proposes. On the other hand, it is quite
certain that these solutions cannot amount to a Simple reiteration of ancient
nostrums, and will need to bein tune with the felt needs and aspirations of the
epoch. Assuming, however, that thisis an essential requirement for socialist
renewal, it is aso the case that while the formation of socialist consciousness
will take many forms and draw from many different sources, it will also need
to be fostered and advanced by sociaist agencies.

Words like ‘political education’ and ‘political training’ are nowadays highly
suspect on the Left, not surprisingly since they evoke the kind of frozen
catechisms that long passed for socidist education in Communist and other
Marxist organisations; and so too, from a different perspective, do the
words attract suspicion and hogtility because they are thought to have an
‘elitist’ ring, and are taken to convey the notion of experts passing on
their wisdom and knowledge to the ignorant hewers of wood and drawers
of water.

Yet, socidist education need not have these connotations, and can be a
true process of cooperative learning, in which the questioning of everything
is not only accepted but understood to be essential to that process. This
also answers the accusation of ‘elitism’: for what is or should be involved
in socidis education, properly understood, is not a one-way process of
communication but on the contrary a dialogue in which teachers and taught
enlighten and stimulate each other in a constant exchange of ideas.

At any rate, socialist education is a crucid component part of counter-
hegemonic struggles, and requires organised and systematic, institutionalised
forms aswell asother, individual and independent forms. Thisrequirement is
something which earlier sociaist generations took for granted, and did meet,
well or ill is not here the point. Stalinist experience, in this ream asin al
others, provides a salutary lesson in what ought not to be done. But the need
remains for ‘schools of socialism’, open, flexible, critical and disputatious,
and able to send out into the world activists better equipped to counter the
propaganda which help dominant classes to maintain themselves in power,
and to present a persuasive case for sociaism.

It is of course true that these ideologica struggles are only one part of a
much wider class struggle; but they are an important part of it. For they
help to inform and shape the language, the spirit and the ams of class
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struggle, and give it a greater resiliance than it would otherwise possess.
The present may seem a bad time for counter-ideological strivings. But the
collapse of Communist regimes, and the ever-greater adaptation of socia
democracy to capitalism, in fact offer a new space and new opportunities
for such strivings, and make the coming years a period of hope rather than

despair.



