THE NEW WORLD ORDER AND THE SOCIALIST
AGENDA

L eo Panitch and Ralph Miliband

The juxtaposition of 'new world order' and 'the socialist agenda might
seem odd, at least jarring, perhapseven absurd. For isnot the notion of a
new world order today intended to mean, if it means anything, the
establishment, finally, of capitalism's complete and definitiveglobal sway
as the twentieth century draws to a close? Socidist ideas, movements,
regimes, stepped onto the world stage near the beginning of the century
promisingalternatives to capitalismand, indeed, presenting themselvesas
the historic successorsto capitalism; they now take on the aspect, from the
vantage point of today's fin de siécle 'new world order', of having been
merely temporary barriers to the realization of global capitalism. The
explicit reconfirmation through the 1980s that even the ambitions (let
alone the deeds) of social democratic parties in the West do not extend
beyond the management of capitalism seems of little moment beside the
dramatic collapse of the Communist regimes in the East, given their
origins, history and character asthe only rival mode of economicorganiza-
tionthat the enemiesdf capitalismever wereableto bringinto being. "The
world', TheEconomist saidin September 1991, 'used to havetwo seriously
different ways of trying to run an economy. Today it has only one."

Itisin thissensethat 'the end of history' issaid to be nigh. Not only have
specific20thcentury socialistmovementsand regimesrun their course, but
even the idea of socialism, o a future transcending capitalism, is one
whosetimeallegedly has passed. |n theconception of thenew worldorder,
humankind has no viable alternative to global capitalism. Upon this
foundation and within its clearly established limits, humankind may
aspire, at most, to be ruled according to the tenets of liberal democracy
aong the lines practised today by the leading capitalist states: thisisthe
furthest point humanity may justly and rationally seek to reach.

Can this discourse be refuted? Can the conservative political forces
which makeuse of it be challenged? Can theideadf asociaist future—and
strategies appropriate to serious attempts at getting there — be relaunched
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in the face of the 'new world order'? These are questions that must be
addressed by socidiststoday.

Thefirst stepisto assesshow much substance thereisto the notion of anew
world order. That notion hasmet with much derision, not only onthe L eft;
for the condition of theworld hardly suggeststhat the 'just treatment of all
peoples, asinvoked by George Bush as congtituting international rela-
tionsin the'new order', hascomeinto being. Y et, removedfrom the self-
serving and cynical useof theterm asanew coverfor American imperialist
postures, or of confused notionsof afundamental changein capitalismthat
goes under the appropriately vague rubric of 'new times, thereisagood
deal of truth in the idea that a chapter of history has come to an end in
recent years, and that the chapter which is now being written has some
important new features.

Themost obviousof these new featuresisthedisintegration of the Soviet
Union and itselimination from the world scene asthe'other superpower’.
Thisis o momentous importance in itself. But what gives even greater
importance to the collapse of the Soviet and other Communist regimesis
their embrace of the 'market economy'. What has occurred in the ex-
Communist regimesisa powerful drive towardsthe restoration of capital-
ism; and this includes, as is necessarily the case with peripheral capital-
isms, a process of incorporation as subordinate elements within the
economic, cultural and military/strategic networks of the international
capitalist system. Thishasgonewell beyondthe ambitionsaof the most avid
proponentsof market reform withinthe old communist regimes; andit has
gone beyond the wildest dreams of the most ardent Western advocates of
‘rollback’. For them, the title of Richard Nixon’s recipe book on 'how to
competewith Moscow' in the Gorbachev era, 1999: Victory Without War,
must have appeared naively optimistic when it was published in 1948.*

The transition from communism to capitalismisstill full of unresolved
problems. many of them will almost certainly proveto be unresolvablein
terms recognizable to contemporary liberal democracy. But the will to
privatizeand accumulateis nevertheless there, and isstrengthened by the
pressure of Western governments, the International Monetary Fund and
the World Bank, the international 'business community’, and a host of
eager academic apostles of neo-classical economics. When the popular
image of the American suburban shopping centre as epitomizing 'normal
society' beginstofade amidst the price rises, injusticesand corruptions of
an actua transition tocapitalism, 'Yeltsin's tutor', Harvard's Jeffrey Sachs
callsapressconferencein Moscow warningthe political classnot toflagin
their enthusiasm for thefreemarket. 'It istooeasy', hetellsthem, 'to prey
upon the confusion of the people.™ In other words, pay no heed to the
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people's cries of pain. Still, the fact that the problems may indeed be
insolublein democratic termsshould not obscurethefactthat itisindeed a
transition to capitalism that istaking place.

Nor is the process confined to the region o the ex-Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe. Unlike Gorbachev. the old Chinese Communist |eader-
ship have had-nointention of loosening their monopoly of power, but they
most certainly areengaged in an authoritarian transition tocapitalism, and
arewdl along that road. Other erstwhile third world 'Marxist—Leninist'
regimes, like Angolaor Mozambiquein Africa, haverenounced thelabel,
whilestill othersin Asia, like Vietnam, al so shift towards market-oriented
practices. In the Western Hemisphere, Grenada, after the murder of
Bishop and the American invasion, became an offshore haven for shady
banking capital; and the Sandanistas have been squeezed from office.
Washington waits for Cuba finally to drop back into their imperial lap,
expectingthatitisnot at all likely that Fidel Castro, without Soviettradeor
aid, can long maintain hispresent course.

This liquidation of the Communist economic model is an event of
historicimportance. It had in recent decades produced stagnation aswell
asshortage, although the system of centralized planning overseeingexten-
siveeconomicdevel opment had in earlier decadesappearedimpressivetoa
multitude of economists and others who were by no means exclusively of
the Left. Indeed, urgent warningsused to beissued by many such people
that the Soviet Union was launched on a course of development which
would before too long bring it level with the West. Such estimates were
clearly wrong, having paid insufficient attention to the qualitative dif-
ferencesbetween extensiveandintensive phasesd development. Still, the
achievementsunder the extensive growth model of central planning were
real enoughin certain socia aswell aseconomicterms, eventhoughit must
dwaysbe-stressedthat the human and environmental cost they demanded
was horrendous, sustainable only by highly repressive political regimes.

Such regimes were destructive of the creativity necessary to sustain
socialist innovation and motivation. During the decades of stagnation,
attempts at economic reform were repeatedly made in country after
country, but these reformsrequired adegree of cooperation from workers
which these regimescoul d not hope to achieve: either becausethe reforms
were cast within, or ran aground against, the encrusted interests of the
bureaucracy; or because they depended on priceincreasesand increasing
the level of inequality and worker insecurity. So Communist regimes
entered upon a period of permanent crisis; and, inthe Soviet Union, this
led to Gorbachev and perestroika. But perestroika itself turned into a
gigantic failure: the actua attempt to,shift towards market socialism in
practicethrew up even more contradictions than the notion already raised
in economictheory. Inthiscontext, the political opening of glasnost ledto
revolution.
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In most ways, the Communist model was an appalling deformation of
socialism; and thereisagood argument to be madethat it wasnot socialism
at al, if one takes socialismto have asits core constituent €l ements not
only the socialization of the predominant part of the means of economic
activity, but also democracy and egditarianism. On this ground, its
disappearance in the Soviet Union and elsewhereis hardly a matter for
regret. What isa matter for bitter regret, on the other hand, issomething
elsealtogether: thedisappearanced the hopethat existedat the beginning
of perestroikain the Soviet Union that this might in due course produce
something that would begin to resemble socialist democracy, on the basis
of aloosened but predominant publicsector. That hopeturned out tobean
illusion.

Theliquidation of that possibility haslargeimplications, not only for the
ex-Communist countriesthemselves, but for therest of the world aswell.
Thefear that had haunted al conservativeforcesever since 1917, namely
that Communism might yet turn into an attractive aternative to capital-
ism, was alwaysan element in the political chemistry that produced aid to
the third world, and reform and redistribution in the advanced capitalist
countriesthemselves. Onecould seg, for instance, thisfear inthat old Cold
Warrior Nixon as he tried in 1988 to work through the implications of
Gorbachev for American policy: for apart from insistingon military and
strategic'preparedness’ for continuing superpower conflictsin Europeand
the Third Worldevenin an eradf compromiseon nuclear armscontrol, he
asocontended that the United States, if it werenow to defeat Communism
without war, really would haveto provethat it was'not only the strongest
and richest economy but also the most just society . .. Our greatest
challenge in this respect is to enable al our citizens to share fully in
Americas success. . . We must solve the problems of the urban under-
class, the homeless, the poor, the disadvantaged . .. The West will
become impotent if its guiding philosophy degeneratesinto . . . akind of
cosmic selfishness.”* With the model of Communist reform gone, the spur
to capitalist governments to turn such rhetoric into anything even dightly
approximating reality isthat much less sharp.

Moreover, even while Western socialism does— quite rightly — distance
itself from the Communist experience, the fact that Communist regimes
wereunableto realizedemacratic reform and economicrestructuring, and
left their successors with a catastrophic legacy as well, has also been of
great helptothe broader anti-socialist cause, insofar as it haslent further
plausibility to the notion that the only aternative to communism was
indeed capitalism. Although thelimitationsof market freedom will not be
lost on people, asthey observe the suffering and perhaps even the chaos
that accompanies a transition to capitalism, the notion that there is no
aternativewill not beeffectively countered without agreat effort by many
peopleto construct a new model of socialism that appears attractive and
viable. We shall return to this.
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The collapse of Communist regimes also has large implications for
countriesin the 'third world'. For one thing, it deprives many o them of
the military, economic and technical aid which they received from the
Soviet Union and Eastern European regimes. This aid was a token of the
fact that the Soviet Union could be reckoned on asalimited counter tothe
United Stateson theworld scene, and might be counted on to extend help
to revolutionary regimes and movements of national liberation. Thisaid
was hardly costless in terms of the political, ideological and economic
courses into which such regimes and movements were often channelled,
but at the same time it was often a critical lifeline. The prospect of not
standing alone against the massive military, political, economic and ide-
ological power of a hostile capitalist world was an important condition of
struggle against oppressions and exploitation in the 'third world'.

However much the terms of 'capitalist encirclement’ and 'counter-
revolution' may have been used to rationalize post-revolutionary dictator-
ships and incompetence, the forceful reality of such pressures must also
never be forgotten. As Franz Schurmann once put it: 'In each of these
countries, theseleaderstold their peoplethat the new society wasmortally
endangered from aggressiveforces abroad and subversiveforcesat home.
In every instance, these threats werereal. From the time of the October
revolution, powerful foreign countries, fearing the spread of revolutionor
the march of red armies, did what they could do to weaken or destroy the
socialist countries.” The Soviet presence in the world, itself taking the
shapeit did in no small measure due to the ability of itsleadersto appeal
not only to the myth but alsoto the reality of ‘capitalist encirclement' and
‘counterrevolution’, was aways much the most important source of the
Cold War, insofar asthe Soviet Union played somerole, however limited
and cautious, in opposing American purpases, notably inthe'third world'.
Thenotion that the Soviet Union constituted amajor military threat tothe
West, indeed tothewholeworld, becausedf itsinsatiablecravingfor world
domination, was aways sheer myth — perhaps the greatest myth of the
twentieth century. But the Soviet Union did present a permanent chal-
lengeto the United States, in sofar asits potential intervention, or that of
other communist regimes, might weaken American pressure against re-
gimesand movements of which the United States disapproved.

This deterrent has now gone, and the Gulf War of 1991 was the first
exampleof what thissignifies. With Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait,
theissue was not whether he should be compelled to retreat, but whether
this was to be achieved by military means or by diplomatic means,
including concessions by the Kuwaiti ruling family to some legitimate
grievances, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the threat and, if
necessary, the reality of UN sanctions against Irag. It wasclear from the
early days following the invasion that the United States was intent on
military action, not only asameansd repellingIragi aggression, but also
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as a way of demonstrating that governments which for one reason or
another ran counter to American interests would be severely punished. In
times past, the Soviet Union might have been expected to take thelead in
opposing military action, whether successfully or not is not the point.
Instead, Gorbachev, moreand more dependent on American good will for
his own survival, opted for acquiescence to the American-led military
expedition against Irag. However important Mrs Thatcher may have been
in convincing George Bush that Irag was his Falklands,' she could never
have prevailed but for theseachangein thegeopolitical contextintroduced
by the liquidation of the Soviet Union asthe 'other superpower’. Except
for this, it is hard to believe that the United Nations could have been so
easly and effectively, as Canada's former Ambassador to the UN put it,
‘conscripted into the role of providing cover for US foreign policy.' As
Stephen Lewisexplained:
. . . theUnited Nationsserved asanimprimatur for apolicy that the United Stateswanted
tofollowand either persuaded or coerced everybody el setosupport. The Security Council
thus played fast and loose with the provisionsaf the UN Charter. For instance, sanctions
were invoked under Article 41, but there was never any assessment of whether those
sanctionswereworking or might work sufficiently beforethedecisionwasmadetoresort to
forceunder Article 42. Moreover, no usewasmadedf the Military Staff Committee, which
under Article 47 issupposed to direct any armed forcesat the Security Council's disposal
. . . Insome respects. . . [this] may have been the UN’s most desolate hour. It certainly
unnerved alot of devel opingcountries, which were privately outraged by what wasgoing

on but felt utterly impotent to do anything—ademonstrationof theenormous powerof US
influence and diplomacy when it is unleashed.8

All this clearly showed that there was now only one superpower in the
world, whose purpose is to oversee a globa capitalism. An American
image of a'new world order' wasfirst enunciated by Woodrow Wilson at
thetimeof the birth if Soviet Communism. It hasnow been repeated (with
lessflair, but in theface of lessopposition) by George Bush at the time of
thedeath of Soviet Communism. The promulgation of a'new world order'
isintended to herald the demolition of the barriersto global political and
military, aswell aseconomic, domination by themajor capitalist powersin
an international systemin which the United Statesis preeminent.

I

But what isthe nature of thisglobal capitalism?How areweto understand
its contemporary dynamics and contradictions? What weaknesses, both
domestic and international, undermine the stability of this new world
order in whichthereis now alegedly only one way to run an economy? In
so far asanew chapter in history isbeingwritten, itisnot only because of
the collapse of Communism, but because of the features which global
capitalismis revealingin our time.

At the time President Bush proclaimed his new world order, the North
American economy had already entered a severe economic recession. On
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thefirst anniversary of thebeginningadf the Gulf War, 15 January 1992, and
with no recovery in sight, George Bush conceded that the American
economvwas'in free-fall'. It wasaremarkable admissionfor aPresident to
make, in terms of the role he must play, not only domestically but
internationally, in shoring up consumer and businessconfidence. Unlike
hiscarefully rehearsed outpouringsscarcely ayear earlier on the glory of
the new order, it wasa hasty response to agroup of disgruntled municipal
administrators and local businessmen gathered in a disused airplane
hangar in a recently closed Air Force base in Portsmouth, New
Hampshire. But the scene powerfully symbolized the extent to which, as
theNew York Timesput it, theglory had ‘frayed and faded' likethe yellow
ribbons: 'the sense of the war asa turning point for the nation hasall but
evaporated, as evidenced by President Bush’s descent from triumphant
commander in chief to beleaguered steward of a sagging ecomomy.™

By thistime, in fact, awide spectrum of expert opinion ranging across
the ideological and theoretical divide of the economics profession had
identified this North American recessionasthreatening to be even deeper
and more stubborn than the one that inaugurated the 1980s, which was
itsdf the most serious since the Sewnd World War. Alan Greenspan,
Chairman of theFederal Reserve Board, averred publicly that the severity
d thedownturn wasunprecedented. W. W. Rostow, in aspecia articlefor
The Wall Street Journal, rejected 'the assumption that we face a mild
version of the Depression of the 1930s which might be cured by another
stimulus to consumption along the lines of Reagan's 1981-2 tax cuts; he
cdled for a massive programme of public investment to restore capital
stock and infrastructure. The editors of Monthly Review noted 'that a
consensusis building up that the present recessionisnot aroutine phase of
capitalism's recurrent business cycle but rather a turning point to a new
phaseof capitalism's long-term trajectory . . . [inviting] comparison with
the1930s. . ."™

Thesymptomsthat elicit such perspectivesgo well beyond new episodes
in the continuing saga of decline of the 'fordist' sectors that emerged, out
d thecrisisof the1930s, toform thecoredf thevirtuous post-war circleof
meass production and massconsumption. Now, alongside General Motors
$4.5 billion lossin 1991 (occasioning the impending closure of 21 plants
and thelossof 74,000 jobs) needs also to be counted the $2.8 hillion loss
suffered by International BusinessMachinesin 1991 (thefirst financialloss
in IBM’s history leading to a worldwide reduction in its workforce of
49,000). Similarly, just asthe 'new times computer sector aswell asthe
fordist' automobile sector are affected, so are the growth poles of the
North American economy: not only isthe 'rust-belt' severely hit now, but
adsothe'sun-belt'. In the twelve months to September 1991, Los Angeles
County lost 50,000 jobs and its unemployment rate suddenly moved from
6.1t0 9.3 per cent, well ahead of what was in any case a rapidly rising
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national rate (which by the end of 1991 had aready wiped out al the
employment gains during the 1980s). Metropolitan Toronto, the growth
pole of the Canadian side of the continental economy, lost no less than
78,000 jobsin the same period, asits unemployment rate doubled to over
10%. A massivelossof some 400,000 manufacturing jobsin Canadasince
mid-1989, in the wake of the Canada—US Free Trade Agreement, an anti-
inflationary programme of high interest rates and a high dollar, and the
decline df theshare of profitsinthe GDPtoitslowest level since1932, has
been at the root of this. Itsdevastating effects have been compounded by
thecollapsedf thereal estate boom of the mid 1980swhich hasat the same
time brought the construction industry in North America, from the
buildingtradesto architects, toavirtual standstill (by far theworstyear for
housingstartssince1945) with an attendant severecontraction in commer-
cia and financial services."

State and provincial governments, already overloaded by the shift of
welfare expenditures from the federal level, have been caught in an
unprecedented squeeze between actually decliningrevenues(againfor the
first time since 1945 in most cases) and ballooning welfare expenditures.
Despite running the largest deficitsin the history of subcentral govern-
ments anywhere, neither the right wing Republican administration of
Cdlifornia nor the socia democratic government in Ontario have main-
tained real levelsof welfare, health, educational or municipal expenditure.
No lessthan 40 states have cut or frozen benefitsto familieswith children;
as for 'able bodied' adults without children, who have never had much
clam on the American welfare system in any case, some states have
removed them (numbering 82,000 people in Michigan aone this past
winter, for instance) from the welfarerollsentirely. Even beforethe onset
of winter, by October 1991, the number of Americanson very low incomes
who were enrolled in the federal food stamp anti-hunger programme
reached 24 million, 9.6 per cent of the population, with no less than 3.2
million more people having been newly enrolled in the previous twelve
months." Even so, in the winter of 1991-92, a spontaneous advertising
campaignfor anew labour market strategy swept acrossthe United States:
people held up signsalong roadwaysand in shopping centre parking lots,
bearing the crudely-painted inscription, 'WILL WORK FOR FOOD.'

The extensive growth over the previous decade in trade, financia and
investment interpenetration of the main capitalist countries also means, of
course, a higher degree of coincidencedf the conditionsof bust aswell as
boom. Little noted as George Bush took industrial leaders with him to
Tokyo to demand the Japanese open their market to more American car
sales (about three-quarters of the$41 billion UStrade deficit with Japanis
in automobiles and parts) wasthefact that, whiletheshare of Japanesecar
sales in the American market continued to rise in 1991, the absolute
number of Japanese carssoldintheUSactually declined by over 5per cent
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- it wasjust that the American car companiessalesdeclined even more, by
over 12 per cent. Similarly, if IBM’s problem was that world computer
salesdeclined in 1991 for thefirst timeever, thisalso affected the salesand
profits of Japanese (and European) firmsin the industry. Huge excess
capacity existsnot only in the automobile sector in North America but also
among the semiconductor manufacturersin Japan. With Toshiba, Hitachi
and Mitsubishi (like Olivetti and Bull S.A. in Europe) experiencing
significantly lower profits, they responded by cutting prices as well as
production targetsand reviewinginvestment programmes. Even whilethe
Japanese growth rates remained over 4 per cent in 1991, domestic retail
sdes were at their lowest — and bankruptcies were at their highest - in
decades. Despiteacut ininterest rates, an actua declinein private capital
investment in 1992 had been predicted by leading Japanese research
institutes."

Among the major European countries, the British economy had moved
into recession at about the sametime asthe American and Canadian (and
Australian) economies, more or less matching their rapid fall in annual
growth ratesfrom around 4% up tomid 1989 all the way downto an actual
declineinreal GDPin1991. Theltalian and French economiesfollowed a
similar trgjectory, less precipitousin termsof the decline of growth rates
(still holdingon toabout al per cent ratedf growthin1991), but comingon
top of rates of unemployment that were already by far the highest among
the G7 countries. The German economy remained strong, and in fact
registered in the fateful year of unification in 1990 the highest rate of
growth (4.5%) for fifteen years. But even Germany (now including the
former GDR, of course) registered virtually no growthin GDPin thelast
three quartersof 1991. With very broad implicationsfor general recovery
in Europe and beyond, the Bundesbank at the end of the year raised
interest rates to their highest levels in postwar history to counter the
attempt by German workers to recoup through wage increases the tax
imposition made upon them to finance unification. The West German
unions, so long held up abroad as a shining example of good sense to all
others, had becomethebéte noire of theinternational financial pressinthe
winter of 1991-92, their 'irresponsible’ wage demands being blamed for
preventing a general recovery.*

This current recession, which threatens to plunge even the advanced
capitdist countriesinto the depression in which most the third world have
aready been enveloped for a decade, needsto be understood against the
background and as a continuing aspect of the crisiswhich the post-war
capitalist order entered almost a quarter of a century ago. The much
vaunted ‘globalization’ of capitalism,—a term coined to refer not to the
penetration by capitalism of erstwhile Communist regions, but to the
subjection of even advanced capitalist social formationsto the competitive
logic and exigenciesd production, trade and finance undertaken on a
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world scale— may be seen both ascause and asconsequence of thiscrisisof
thepost-war order. Indeed, if thefirst quarter century after thewar offered
the visage of a seriesof advanced capitalist Keynesian welfare states that
had finally managed to overcome permanently capitalism's crisistenden-
cies, the quarter century that hasfollowed has presented the visage of a
global capitalism, transcending the managerial capacities of any nation
state, in a permanent state of crisis.

Theconditions that made possiblethe 'golden age' of western capitalist
prosperity in the 1950sand 1960s, which coincided with the hey-day of the
Cold War, werea sothe conditionsthat made plausibletheclaim-andthe
widespread bdief - that capitalism had finally overcomeits crisis-ridden
nature. These conditions were quite special: a massiverenewal of capital
stock after agreat depression followed immediately by aworld war; large
pools of cheap labour and raw materials; clusters of technological and
organizational innovationbearingfruitintermsaof productivity growthand
consumer demand; continued military reflation through the Korean war
and the Cold War. I n these special conditionslay the material basisfor the
promisethat the massunemployment of the depression wasforever athing
o the past; for the seemingly endless horizon towards which gradualist
social reform could advance without fear of reversal; and even for the
image held out to the 'developing' nations that they too could follow the
stagesof capitalist growth that would dowly but surely lead towardssuch a
consumerist and welfarist nirvana. 1t wasviatheinternalization of these
promises, as wdl asin the face of the pressure of anti-communism (of
course, the promise and the threat were not unrelated) that the social
democratic parties and their trade union alliesin the West firmly shifted
theideological rationalefor their reformismtowardsthe humane manage-
ment of capitalism (which could now safely be called by another name-a
'mixed economy' would do) in place of the old rationale of a gradualist
democratic path through capitalismto socialism.

This golden age era of post-war capitalism came to an end in the late
1960s and early 1970s as the special conditions that fuelled it ran their
course and amidst the interrelated contradictions the great boom had
generated: overaccumulation amidst declinesin profitability and uneven
productivity growth; increased competition amongst the advanced capital -
ist economies; challengesto the stability of the American dollar which by
1971 brokethe Bretton Woodssystem of fixed exchangerates; inflationary
pressuresin the context of trade union militancy under conditions of near
full employment; thefiscal crisisthat attended a new waveof welfarestate
reforms; and risingcommodity pricesfor third world resources(capped by
the 1973 'oil shack').” The Keynesian welfare state, through its mac-
roeconomic policy and corporatist arrangements, proved incapable of
extricating national economies from 'stagflation’ in these circumstances,
while its vulnerability to international financial markets became in-
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creasingly manifest. For the first timein ageneration, thisreturn of crisis
conditions momentarily brought back onto the agenda of a number of
European unions and socia democratic parties (who also inevitably felt
someinternal reverberations from the political andindustrial radicalismof
'1968) theissuedf effectivenational control over privateinvestment. But
itwascapital rather thanlabour that proved the moredynamicsocial force,
less constrained by post-war institutional and ideological rigidities, and
readier to try to transcend their limits.

The sheer ideological bravado which Western bourgeoisies came to
display in this crisis may instructively be contrasted with the torpor and
lossd confidence which the Communist nomenklatura exhibited in the
same period, and also helpsto understand the degree of emulation which
motivated the Gorbachev reformers, let alone those who have followed
them. Thereassertion by thewestern bourgeoisiesof their faithin compe-
tition, individualism, free trade and free markets, indeed their recoinage
d thevery notion of freedom in termsof the freedom to do business, was
evidenced arenewed determination (in the very midst of the crisisof a
post-war order in which, although they had had to compromise, they had
till, after all, been the senior partner) to maketheworldentirely in their
ownimage. There have been, of course, crucial material underpinningsto
thisideological bourgeois renaissance. The revolution in communication
introduced by the micro-chipand the spread of computer technology; the
space which vastly increased flows of international trade and finance
opened up for new configurationsof capital mobility and accumulation;
the restructuring of production in a manner that simultaneously made it
moreintegrated internationally and moreflexiblelocalyintermsaf labour
and material inputs: al these were interrelated and mutually enforcing
developmentsover the past two decades.

Combined with increasingly severe bouts of deflation between the late
1960s and the early 1980s, the labour shake out and locational shift
entailedin therationalization of the traditional massproduction industries
as a result of the above developments resulted in a reemergence of a
structural reserve army of unemployed and underemployed in al the
major capitalist countries. Meanwhile, the accompanying shift in the
balancedf forces between capital and employed |abour hasbeen unmistak-
able. Thishasbeen seen most graphicallyinthe United States, wheretrade
unions retain only 16% of the labour force, where real wages have
stagnated for two whole decades, and where the ratio of the salary of a
CEO for one of the hundred largest corporations to the average factory
wage, which had stood at 40t01in 1960 (but only 12to 1 after taxes), stood
at 93t01in 1988 (and no lessthan 70to 1 after taxes).” Even where the
ballast of working class political organization in other countries laid the
basis for stronger corporatist and welfare statist defences, successful
bourgeoisoffensivesto establish decentralized bargainingand/or tocurtail
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rightsto organize andtostrike have been common, and throughthecourse
of the 1980s not a single welfare state remained immune from severe
mesasures of fiscal austerity and regressive changesin taxation.™

AsDavid Harvey has noted, this shift in state policy was partly adirect
result, inthe context of fiscal crisisand rampant inflation, of 'the growth of
anew global financial system. . . which effectively checked the power of
the nation-state (even the United States) to pursue any kind of indepen-
dent fiscal and monetary policy that did not run afoul of the volatility of
international currency markets."' Whiletheimpact of thison theadvanced
capitalist state in terms of restraint on public welfare expenditure and
public investment has been severe enough in the 1980s, for most of the
third world the 1980s were literally devastating, with interest rate levels
making unpayable the debt on lending so freely proferred by Western
banksinthe1970s. With primary commaodity pricesnever recoveringfrom
the severe global recessiontheseinterest rateswere designed toinduce, it
wasnot inthefaceodf too much resistancethat thel M Fwieldeditsfinancial
whip to enforce adherence by many third world governments to the neo-
liberal rulesdf global capitalist competition. Thesamefateisbeingvisited
on the ex-Communist regimestoday.

Theimpact of the hidden hand of financial marketsin putting constraints
ontheoptionsaof indebted statesdoesnot mean that there hasbeenlessaf a
role for the state in the context of globalization. The nature of state
intervention haschanged, but theroleof thestate hasnot necessarily been
diminished. There have been important shiftsin the hierarchy of state
apparatuses particularly in bringing to the fore those which facilitate
accumulation and articul ate acompetitivenessideol ogy, whilethosewhich
fostered social welfare and articulated a class harmony orientation have
lost considerable status. Perhaps most important, central bank agencies
increasinglydefined their roleasoneof makingtheregulationof monetary
growthin their national economy consistent with their broader obligation,
in terms of their international networks, to the collegia regulation of
money in the world economy.”

Therolethat theannual G7 economicsummitshave cometo play since
1975 in international coordination of this sort isinstructive. It is not so
much that these summits are policy-making forums, athough they cer-
tainly lend legitimacy to ingtitutionslike the IMF and GATT with whose
agendas they have become increasingly integrated. There are really two
reasons such 'summits are important. The first is that they work out a
discoursein which all informed opinionisinvited to address the problems
of theday. (Thisiswhy negotiationsover thewordingof summit communi-
ques is often intense: ‘reducing expectations as a way of addressing
inflation, 'liberalization' as a way of talking about the global ramp of
financial capital or privatization of public services and deregulation of
industries or markets.) Thesecond reason they areimportant isin termsof
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the role they play in establishing and reinforcing solidarity, often in the
faceof domestic democratic pressures, among theleading capitalist politi-
ciansand bureaucrats. Theleadersat suchsummitsare not onlvinvolvedin
aprocessof policingthe third world'sadherence to the laws& capitalism,
but are also involved in cementing the adherence of each of the member
countries."

For the most part, this'internationalization of thestate' remainsad hoc
and informal. In so far asit has become more formal, whether through
GATT or the IMF at theworld level or through regional treatieslike the
Canada—USFree Trade Agreement or the Single European Act, therole
o states becomestointernalize and mediate, but ultimately to berespons-
ible for policing adherence to the untrammelled logic of international
capitalist competition within its own domain. Perhaps the processisseen
mogt clearly in relation to 'Europe 1992°, as accounted for by Streek and
Schmitter:

. . . Europe's large firms seem to have resolved at some pointin the early 1980s that the
increasedsizedf production runsand investmentsrequired for world market competitive-
ness made it counterproductive to use their clout in national political arenas to get
protection from foreign competition through subsidies, technical standards serving as
nontariff barriers, or privileged access to public procurement contracts. . . The main
concession governmentsseem to have made in return for business giving up previous
clamsfor national protectionwas that the future European political economy wasto be
significantly less subject to institutional regulation - national or supranational — than it
would have been in the harmonization-mindedand social democratic 1970s when em-
ployersfound themsel vesforced tostruggleagai nstaCommunity directivethat would have
made German-styleco-determinationobligatory for all large European firms. In the1992
compromise, the project of European integration became-finally and formally bound up
with aderegul ation grijec.

Perhaps 'privatization' would be a better term for this project than
‘deregulation’ in so far as the regulatory function over market standards
and entry formerly carried out by national governmentsisin fact taken
over by regiona organizations that are dominated by and primarily
accountable to large corporations, even if they often include public
officidswho take on responsibility for international enforcement. But,
whatever the most accurate term, Streek and Schmitter get at the sub-
stance of the matter when they say that while 1992 amountsto aformal
devauation of vast political resources that have come to be organized in
and around the nation-state . . . they leave property rights untouched or
evenincreasetheir value." And they cogently go on to argue that for some
timeto come, 'whatever will occupy the placedf the supranational Single
European State governing the Single European Market, will likely rese-
mbleapre-New Deal liberal state', with, in Marshall's terms, ahighlevel of
cavil rights, alow level of political rights, ‘. . . and an evenlower level of
socid rights, these being essentially limited to a set of European-wide
health and safety standards. Historically intervention on health and safety
matters represented the earliest stagein the history of the welfare state.™
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This processis not confined to Western Europe, of course, but represents
what Stephen Gill hasidentified as a much more general shift towards a
'new constitutionalism for disciplinary neo-liberalism' involving the 'con-
struction of legal or congtitutional devices to remove or substantially
insulate the new economic institutions from popular scrutiny or demo-
cratic accountability. Tendencies towardsthe wider adoption can be seen
inthedebates, for example, not only over Economic and Monetary Union
of theEC. . . but also the rolesof the central banks of East and Central
Europe, the monetary constitution of a future Canada, as well as more
general arguments made by bankers, economists and some politiciansin
favour of the need to constrain state autonomy over fiscal paolicy.™

Theirony of the trend towardsconstitutionalizing neo-liberalismisthat
it exacerbates rather than contains the tendencies of the new global
capitalism to generate successive economic crisis (Thus, 'paving the way
for moreextensiveand moredestructive crises and'diminishing the means
whereby crises are prevented' are not only memorable phrases: they till
provide analytic aswell asdescriptive power.") Aswe have seen, the neo-
liberal erathat hasfollowed the Keynesianeraof capitalismhashad dl too
real effects. But what it hasnot created, despiteal thesmokeand mirrors
generated by 'new times strategists insistingthat unions and the L eft get
on board a new 'regime of flexibleaccumulation' successiveto the stable
post-war ‘fordist regime', isanything that might seriously be called'a new
productive system endowed with appropriate regulatory structures, which
is capable of sustained and consistent development.’

The famous 'Volker cold bath' that opened the decade entailed a
unilateral decision by the American Treasury toslay the dragon of hyper-
inflation viaradical deflation. Although the G7 partners with whom the
United Statesissupposed to rule the economic world resented the lack of
coordination, the medicine worked, not least because it established the
context for Mitterrand's strategic retreat towards austerity - with de-
moralizingeffect on the L eft around theworld uptothe present. Theeffect
at home (and to a significant extent in other G7 countries) was to end
inflationviadeindustrialization. I|n thewakeof this'success, what wasnot
permitted to others by way of fiscd stimulus was taken up unilaterally by
the Americans themselves as Reagan's tax cuts and second cold war
military expenditures set the groundsfor the speculativeboom of the mid
1980s. Streek and Schmitter appropriately recall an old Roman imperial
maxim, 'quod licet Jovi non licet bovi’ to describethis, but in joining with
SO many othersin designating the Reagan deficit as'Keynesianism in one
country' they performatravesty on Keynesnot unlikethat which hasbeen
so commonly visited on Marx over the past decade.* Just as Marx would
have disavowed many of the Communisms we have known, so Keynes
would have disavowed the kind of massivedeficit that adds no productive
infrastructure to the economy while underwriting unregulated global as
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well as domestic credit expansion. (By 1985 the size of the international
bank credit market had increased asa proportion of world tradein goods
and servicesfrom 11 per cent in 1964 to 119 per ceit. ™)

Whilethedeindustrialization of theearly 1980sseverely undermined the
capacity of the American working classto play its part in mass consump-
tion (Macdonald's wages just do not sustain the purchasing power that
steelworkerswagesused to), it momentarily appeared, during theartificia
boom o the mid 1980s that the gigantic 'yuppie-style' borrowing and
purchasing habits of a 'sub-bourgeois, mass layer of managers, profes-
sionals, new entrepreneurs and rentiers . .. [who] have been over-
whelmingly successful in profiteering from both inflation and state
expenditure’ might sustain 'a new embryonic regimeof accumulation that
might be called overconsumptionism.”® But it could not last. After surviv-
ing the stock market crash of 1987 and the Savingsand L oan scandal and
bail-out, American capitalism entered the 1990s in a recession, which
differedfrom the onethat inaugurated the 1980sprimarily in thisrespect: it
was not one strategically induced. The G7, especialy the Germans, are
unwilling to accommodate continued American borrowing asthey did at
mid-decade. George Bush rushes off to Japan to beg for ‘managed trade'
and isappropriately derided there for sounding like aGeneral Motors car
salesman. And as the possibility of protectionist trade blocs looms ever
larger on the horizon, the contradictions posed by neo-liberal free trade
withinthem becomeever clearer. The North American FreeTrade Agree-
ment with Mexico as well as Canada is directed at relocating North
American production so that Mexico exports goods rather than people
north of the border. But it isalso necessarily directed at liberalizingtrade,
not least in agriculture, and the consequences of this, it is reliably esti-
mated, will bethat ‘about 850,000 household headswill leavethe Mexican
countrysideif corn subsidiesfall and tradeif further liberalized. Of them,
more than 600,000 will head to the US."*

There have been those who have argued for along time that it wasthe
Cold War that kept areturn to depression from the West's daor.™ [t istoo
soon to say whether we have entered one now, but this much isclear:

. . . weliveinan ageof political celebrationof thevirtuesof entrepreneurial capitalisnand
individualism, in an era when our technological confidenceappearsunbounded . . . and
when spatial barriersare crumbling. Yet it isalsoan era.. . . [which] reflectsa crissof
capitalismof the degpest magnitude- a crissthat flexible accumulation has not resolved
givenitspaltry ratesof growth, thepainful devaluations,theincreasingclasspolarizations,
the increasingpolitical tensions- all in the midst of extraordinary instability, insecurity,
fragmentation and chisge. "

What is the significance of thisin terms of the prospects of socialist
renewal inthe'new world order'? It has not been our purpose heretotry to
advance the case for one or another version of crisis theory. Nor do we
clam to know whether the advanced capitalist world has necessarily now
entered irretrievably into the depression that has affli cted most of thethird
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worldfor the past decade. And wecertainly donot meantoreviveany such
hoary mythsastheold breakdownthesis, whereby theimaged an ultimate
capitalist crisisis made to do the hard work of socialist strategy and
struggle in inaugurating a socialist future. On the contrary, we are of the
view that it is through crises that capitalism historically has tended to
recover its dynamism; and that where and when it is unable to do so, and
where no viable revolutionary alternative or at least few means of demo-
cratic defence exist, the consequences are dways appalling.

But such crisesarea so an opportunity for the L eft todevelop newforms
and strategies that qualitatively enhance its capacities. Out of the long
crisisof 1873 t0 1896 emerged the European mass working class parties
and trade unions; during the course of the Great Depression of the 1930s
the models of industrial unionismin North America and of social demo-
cratic governance in Scandinavia were cast. The economic crisis that
currently envelops global capitalism, even at the very moment of the
ignominious collapse of its Communist nemesis, makesiit possiblethat a
different political climate entailing very different currents of thought will
cometo prevail against the bourgeois bravado we have grown used to over
the past decade. Astheshortcomingsand contradictionsof an unregulated
market economy even in the 'affluent’ societies become more and more
manifestin the current crisis, the need for acomprehensive programme of
radical economic change will again cometo befelt more keenly in labour
and sociaist movements, and indeed beyond. Even in the United States,
there are signsthat recessionand the crisisin publicinfrastructure, health
provision, education, and collectiveand social servicesin general may be
creating aspacefor something likeanew New Deal, whichwould, for al its
limitations, be atremendous advance on predominant trendssince World
War II. In such aclimate, there is an opportunity for the Left to think
creatively about, and to work constructively towards, new forms and
strategiesthat enhanceitscapacitiesto put ademocratic socialism back on
the agenda for the twenty-firstcentury.

v

All thisraisestheverylargequestion of what kindsof formsand strategies,
of what kind of socialism, the Left will advancein the coming years. In
order to beginto answer that question, it isalso necessary to take careful
account of certain factsregarding current conditions and developmentson
aglobal scale.

Onesuchfact isthe movement away, not only in the Communist world,
but alsoin Latin Americaand Africa, from military, singleparty and racial
dictatorships and their replacement by at least formally democratic politi-
cal regimes. 'Democracy’, in relation to these regimes, means that they
have adopted such democratic forms as electoral competition and the
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acknowledgment by the government of some elementary civicrights. On
the other hand, the socia order, as distinct from the political system,
remainsasit was, with the same social structure, with dl the privileges,
inequalities, exploitation, massdeprivation at one end and great luxury at
the other, which this signifies. The change, from the point of view of the
dominant classes, isnot in theleast intended to modify the social order as
well as the political system. On the contrary, the introduction of demo-
craticformsisintended to cont ai n popular pressure and driveit into safe
channels. Thus, for instance, wasthepopular upsurgewhich overthrew the
Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines contained with the accession to
power of MrsAquino. Thesame processhas been at work elsewhere, and
wasgreatly favoured by the United Statesand itsalliesin the context of the
new cold war of the 1980s and the subsequent struggle for reform within
the Communist states. The establishment of democratic forms, however
brittle, to replace capitalist dictatorships, was structured so as to ensure
that the new governments did not deviate from the path of economic,
financial and social stabilization - indeed that they became more open to
the blandishmentsdf neo-liberalismwith the samesocial groupsin power,
minus the generals, or with the generals under civilian control.

The limited character of the change from dictatorship to democratic
formsshould not, however, lead to an underestimation of its significance.
For onething, thechangewould almost everywherenot haveoccurred had
it not been for theirruption of radical popular forceson the scene, which
showswell enough how great isthe patential for intense popul ar pressure
againgt the status quo in the current appaling crisis of third world
development in general. Also, the change means that the repressive
methodsfavoured by dictatorship —imprisonment, torture, death squads-—
are no longer so prevalent, even if they are not altogether stopped; and
democraticformsenable progressive forces, including the L eft, to organ-
ize themselves more effectively than was possible under dictatorship. In
some cases, the new forms and strategies adopted by the Left both were
crucial to undermining the dictatorships and to mounting both grassroots
and electoral challengesto the liberal bourgeoisie after the transition to
democracy. Nowherehasthis been moreso thanin Brazil, where, growing
out of the popular mobilizationsthat made the strikes of the late 1970s
effective,the Workers' Party under LuisInacio daSilva('Luld) wasonly
narrowly defeated in the second round of the presidential election in
December 1989. Less strategically and institutionally innovative, but
neverthel essnotablein avery different setting, wasthe challengeissued by
Cardenas in Mexico - and the breadth of response - in the context of the
presidential election of 1988, when the PRI (Party of Revolutionary
Ingtitutions), so long virtually unchallenged, had to resort to shadier
practicesthan usual in order to prevail.

The pressurefor change which is manifested by these and innumerable
other episodes will not abate, for the simple but crucial reason that the
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reformsin the social order which its abatement would require are precisely
what the people in power are most deeply committed to resist. The
economic growth and development under capitalist auspices, which the
dictatorships and then the liberal bourgeoisies promised would at least
attenuate the dreadful conditions under which the vast mgjority of the
population of the 'third world' is condemned to live, have proved a
chimera. Given this, the chancesare that the pressurefor change will not
only be maintained, but that it will grow.

This, clearly enough, does not mean that the inspiration behind this
pressure will necessarily be left-inspired. Some of it, even much of it, if
recent experience is any guide, will in some countries be reactionary,
racist, xenophobic, and steeped in the worst kind of religiousobscuran-
tism. But the Left will be present on the scene, and, as experience aso
shows, will sometimes be the predominant force in the ranks of the
opposition. Itispossible, of course, that the samestructural conditions of
poverty and underdevel opment, of encirclement and counterrevolution as
produced Communist dictatorships in the past will shape future left-wing
regimes aswell. But lessons can aso be learned from history, with some
effectson future practice. One of theeffectsdf the collapseof Communist
regimesisthat it hasdiscredited the type of political and economic system
which wascommon tothem asamodel for socidist devel opment, aswell as
the type of Leninist vanguard party which, in the name of quite unrealiz-
able notions of semi-direct popular rule, ignored the difficult questions of
accountability in representation, decision making and administration. If
such a recent instance of new socidist party formation as Brazil's is
indicative, thissuggeststhat these questions may well bein theforefront in
light of thelessonsof past experience.

And what about the political conditionsthat will emergefromareturnto
capitalismin the ex-Communist countries? The market economy istoday
producing mass unemployment and increased deprivation, the spread of
criminality, prostitution and drug trafficking, steadily rising prices, gov-
ernment corruption, and cutsin the social benefitswhich, however poorly,
Communist regimeshad provided and which the people had cometo take
for granted. Here too, the veritable anomie which has descended upon
these countries has produced morbid reactionsin theform of ethnicstrife,
inflamed nationalism, xenophobia, a recrudescence of antisemitism, etc.
On the other hand, there is plenty of evidence that, however much
enthusiasm the market economy may generate among the new power-
holders and their advisers, the enthusiasm is ot shared by the population
at large. Thereare already signshere and therethat, even whereasthe old
Communist regimesare most passionately rejected, ex-Communist parties
with some promise of new leaders, new programmes and new forms of
organization, but aboveal withthe promiseof political defenceagainst the
cruelties of the marketplace and the new primitive accumulators, are not
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without a good deal of support. The Polish elections of November 1991
may be symptomatic. Poland is where the free market experiment was
givenextremeform. In theelections, amere 42.5% of thoseeligibletovote
went to the polls, and voted for some twenty parties, none of which got
morethan 12% of the vote. Among these parties, however, the parties of
the Left did remarkably well. The Democratic Left Alliance, ex-
Communist, got 12.1%; the Peasants, al soex-Communist, got 8.9%; three
left partiesfrom the splintered Solidarity movement got together 12.5%.
This represents a third of the electorate which bothered to vote. In
addition, a centre-left party, the Democratic Union, led by the former
prime minister, Tadeusz Mazowiecki, got 12% of the vote. The prime
minister, Jan Krysztof Bielecki, the primemover in theturn tothe market
economy, whose party obtained only 7.2% of thevote, described the result
as 'a vote against the market economy'. How much encouragement
socialists may draw from this election either in this or in other ex-
Communist regimesis by no means yet clear. But what is clear is the
imminent danger that the manifold failures of the market economy, and
theresentmentsthey will produce, may foster acreepingauthoritarianism,
one o whose main purposes would be to limit the political space for
democraticopposition and to bring about ‘political stability' at itsexpense,
and at theexpensedf civicand trade union rightsin general. But resistance
to such a development is part of the struggle which the Left hasto wage,
and which, with the hel pof democratically-minded parties, groupingsand
individuasthat are not part of the Left, it may hope to win.

For al the vast differences which exist between the ex-Communist
countries on the one hand, and Western capitalist democracies on the
other, thereare also, in the perspectivedf the need for asocialistrenewal,
at least this striking similarity between them: the triumph o neo-liberal
principles even over social democratic principles, let alone socialist ones.
As we pointed out in the previous section, the crisis of the Keynesian
welfarestate brought back onto the agendasof many European unionsand
social democratic parties programmes which proposed to transcend the
crisisby an extensiveshift towards public control over private capital. By
the beginning of the 1980s political forces advancing such programmes,
usually accompanied by a concern to extend simultaneously the means of
popular participation at work as well as in public life, figured very
prominently in social democratic partiesin Britain, France, Sweden and
Greece. In the British case, the intra-party struggle against this was so
tenaciousand bitter that thepublicparty split becamean el ectoral liability,
and those advancing the case for democratic socialist renewal were made
(and this was the ultimate sign of their defeat) to bear the blame. In the
other cases, social democratic governmentswereelected in theearly 1980s
with commitments to an extension of public control over capital figuring
visblyontheir platforms. But through the course of thedecade, withmore
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or lessrapidity in thefaceof neo-liberal aswdl asolder centrist and right-
wing social demacratic opposition, these aspectsdf policy were jettisoned
or trivialized. Left-wingforceswhich had advanced these socialist options
weremarginalizedin relation tothesegovernmentsandincreasingly within
the partiesaswell.

What is perhaps most notable, however, is that it was not only demo-
craticsocialist optionswhich were defeated, but the old social democratic
model itself could not stand in theface of neo-liberalism. Thiswasseen as
the French and Greek governments swung wildly from radical socialist
promise to austerity; soon they were joined by socia democratic govern-
mentsin New Zealand and Australiain more and moreexplicit neo-liberal
policies. But it wasmost definitively demonstrated asthe Swedish socia
democratic government (albeit from a much more extensive and secure
welfarestatist base) followed asimilar trgjectory through the course of the
1980s towards policies increasingly more attuned to the neo-liberal re-
quirementsdf the 'business community' at home and abroad.

Social democracy seeksto distinguishitsdf today primarily by having a
better recipefor competitiveness, one less dogmatically opposed tostate
intervention inindustry thantheneo-liberalsinsofar asit stressesthe need
of publicsupport for high tech industries and for training programmesfor
the highly skilled labour they would employ — asif al but a few could
succeed at such a game. The socia democratic option at the European
level offersonly a minimum social policy amendment to the predominant
privatization thrust, theissue of the control o capital appearing nowhere
on the agenda.

Meanwhile, outside thespheresaf political power, and again parallel to
developments in the East, what might be called the intellectual and
academic Left has also been in headlong retreat from what one of the
prophets of post-modernism, Jean-Frangois L yotard, has contemptuously
called 'mega-sagas, meaning comprehensive schemes of radical change,
notably socialism. It isimpossible to say how long the ranks of the Left
will be plagued by thisfashion, but it isclear that it isanintellectual mood
that was very much based on a caricature of contemporary socialist
aspirations asinherently totalitarian. Thisignoresthe extent to which the
aspirations of socialistsin every era, and not least of the new left of the
1960s(taken together asencompassinganew generation o radicalsand an
older generation of socialists and communists), entailed not a future
constructed on amodel of disciplined proletarian homogeneity but rather
of genuine pluralist democracy in which the state would be subject to a
freely associated society.

What may have unhinged so much of the L eft in recent yearsmight well
have much to do with our having been thrust once again since the early
1970sinto an erawhere the competitive dynamicsof capitalism appear to
haveescaped any meansof control. Thisisnothing new, asTony Benn has
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recently noted, quoting an unlikely source, Harold Macmillan's The
Middle Way, written in 1938: 'We have lived so long at the mercy of
uncontrolled economicforcesthat wehave becomesceptical regardingany
plan for human emancipation."* What compounds this problem for the
Left isthat socialist aspirations have lost their traditional organizational
moorings. Of two main institutional embodiments of the socialist project
in the twentieth century, Communist parties have dramatically collapsed,
while Social Democratic parties seem to have quite definitively divested
themselvesdf any interest in transcending capitalist social relations, and
marginalizedinthe 1980seven thosewithinthem who had dwayssought to
reestablish socialist ideals and practices. But long before these devel op-
ments, it had been clear that both of theseinstitutional expressionswerein
socialist terms sclerotic; indeed it was this understanding that more than
anything characterized the new left of the 1960s. What caused this had
both to do with strategic and programmatic errors and failures, albeit of
quite different kinds, and with the way in which acontinually dynamicand
powerful capitalism hasreshaped the terrain on which these parties were
founded, undermining their attachments to their traditional social bases
throughthecultural transformations of consumer capitalismand thesocio-
economic transformations entailed in the continuing deconstruction and
reconstructionaf industry, occupation andlocale. But evenif these parties
were aready said to bein the 1960s, and demonstrated to bein the 1980s,
completely discredited asinstitutional expressionsof asocialist project, it
must al so be said that nothing viable hasyet arisen toreplacethem assuch.
The attempt by elements of the new left to reground the project in newer
and purer marxist—leninist parties has proved, predictably even from the
vantage point of the 1960s, to be utterly inappropriate and ineffective;
while the various attempts at boring from within the old parties either
suffered from the same faults and/or were repul sed, or, where successful,
carried some Euro-Communist parties all the way to social democracy
rather than to a revived socialism.

Of coursethesclerosisof theold party politicshas provided openingsfor
new formsof struggle and the formation of new political identities which
have enriched the left in these last decades, not least by making their
presencefelt in the old parties; and they have also laid the basefor some
new parties, albeit still mainly small ones, of socialist-feminist-ecologist
orientation. But we have very far to go yet before this provides the
organizational and strategic means to dispel the widespread sense that we
arecompletely'at the mercy of uncontrolled economicforces, toestablish
asense of confidencethat we may properly speak in terms of a socialist
project for ‘human emancipation’, which amountsto more than a millen-
nial hope, which has some real meaning, in other words, in the relevant
future.

In recent years The Socialist Register has devoted itself to sustained and
seriousinquiry of what is and is not desirable and possiblein terms of
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socialistrenewal in the West. Weshall continue withthis. Although thisis
not the occasionfor another detailed prognosis, it may be useful todraw a
few brief conclusionsfrom our discussion here of the condition of the'new
world order’. In light of the 'globalization’ tendencies of contemporary
capitalism, for instance, itisacommon and awelcomereaction onthe L eft
to stressthe need for a renewed internationalism, particularly in terms of
strategic and organizational coordination and cohesion of parties, unions
and socia movementson aregional basis. It iscertainly the case that such
coordination of strugglesand strategiesisuseful and necessary, insofar as
this regional coordination is not premised on a beggar-my-neighbour
orientation itself (as making Europe or North America competitive or
protectionist as regiona blocksvis-avisthe rest of the world sometimes
seems to be, for instance), but is oriented to establishing viable suprana-
tional bases for resisting the neo-liberal agenda and for establishing
democratic meansof controlling capital. But sometimesthisinternational-
ist focusisadvanced at the expense of deriding or at least giving up on the
struggles that remain so necessary at the level of the nation state, and
indeed, at subnational levels. Thisisafalsepolarization of what isneeded,
not least because even a capitalismthat isfully extended initsglobal reach
till relieson nation states more than any other structuresfor its preserva-
tion and reproduction, and because progressive policy interventions in
international regulatory bodiesstill must be made, and will continueto be
made for aforeseeable future primarily via the representatives of nation
states. To giveup thestruggle at the national level for socialist renewa in
the name of a global socialism to match a globa capitalism is mere
romanticism.

But what strategy should guide socialist renewal even on this more
realistic basis? | n countrieswhere capitalist democracy prevails, socialists
have no real option but to advancetheir causewithintheexistingconstitu-
tional process, by means of a combination of electoral and extra-
parliamentary activism, while attempting all the whileto redefinein more
substantive and extensive terms the parameters of the constitutional
systemitself. Anapproach distant both from ultra-leftismon the one hand
and from the politicsof accommodation of social democracy on the other
will need to be elaborated and devel oped, given clear and relevant, short-
term and longer-term policy meaning and institutional focus. This ap-
proach entails an involvement in immediate strugglesover a multitude of
current issues: in the current moment of economic crisisthe mostimport-
ant must be bold programmesfor economic recovery whichareoriented to
employing peopledirectly in the expansionandimprovement of the public
infrastructure. This will, in the current balance of forces, entail capital
borrowing for thispurpose, but thiscanitself become ameansof consider-
able popular mobilization in an emergency, aong the lines o 'victory
bonds' campaignsin wartime. While no such programme will alow one
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country to escape by itself from the economiccrisis, thisprogramme could
mitigate the effects of the crisis, and lay the basisfor a more ecologically
sound, socialy just, productive economy in the future. It would contrib-
ute, moreover, to giving peopl e a sense that something can be done about
the crisis, which is the key to further popular mobilization in even more
radical directions. Socialistswill haveto clarify, in the latter respect, their
insistence that the aims which are common to most of the Left - the
creation of truly democratic and egalitarian societies— cannot be realized
without the dissolution of the existing structures of power and privilege.
Such dissolution still requires, asan essential but not sufficient condition,
thetransfer of economicDower from private handsinto thepublic domain.
But it al so requiresfinding practical means whereby to escape what Weber
called the'iron cage' of bureaucratic organization. Socialistsmust concern
themselvesnot only with getting this or that policy claim represented to
and recognized by the state, but with changing the administrative appara-
tusesdf the state so that they become representative and accountable and
oriented to providing the means and resourcesfor as much decentralized
and popular decision making and resource allocation in civil society asis
compatible with democratic planning for common social problems. The
socialist projectisnot about morestate or lessstate, but adifferent kind of
State.

Socialistscan have no illusionsabout the speed with which they may be
able to achieve areally significant advancein the fulfilment of their aims.
But it isreasonablefor them to believe that there is a constituency which
can bewon over tosocialist purposesand that thisconstituency will grow as
capitalismshowsitself increasingly incapable of coping with the manifold
criseswhich it produces. Patterns of advance will vary greatly from one
country to another; and there will be setbacks aswell asvictories. But the
gloominwhich somuchof the Left hasbeen plungedinrecent yearsisvery
short-sighted. For wherever one looks, there isferment, with grievances
expressed, demandsmade, rightsaffirmed. Some of it assumesprofoundly
unhealthy forms; but agood deal of itisprogressiveand speaksalanguage
which is well in tune with socialist aspirations. In this perspective, the
notion that socialismis dead says more about those who voicethat notion
than about future prospects.
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