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The picture is uneven. On balance the Left has 
advanced. But the forms are unexpected. 

EricHobsbawm 

The State of the Left 
in \̂festem Europe 

The situation of the Left in Europe is at 
present so uninspiring, that it is as well to 
begin by reminding ourselves of th? substan­
tial achievements which it has to its credit 
since the beginning of the 1970s. Ten years 
ago anti-democratic, largely military 
regimes of the reaaionary Right, long estab­

lished (as in Portugal and Spain) or more 
recent (as in Greece) were in power over 
much of southern Europe. Except for the 
reversion to military rule in Turkey, this is 
no longer the case today. Though the long 
domination of much of the continent by 
governments of the Right (France, Italy, 

West Germany) or by 'national coalitions' 
including the Right (Austria, West Ger­
many) had shown signs of weakening for 
some time, it was still strong. Left oppo­
nents of joining the EEC in Britain could 
still plausibly argue that to do so would put 
potential British Labour governments at the 
mercy of a Community in which the Left 
looked like being in a permanent and power­
less minority. This is no longer the case. 
The victory of the Left in France in 1981 
was a dramatic proof that far-reaching politi­
cal changes were possible. Since Europe is 
not separable from the rest of the globe, it is 
also worth pointing out that ftindamental 
changes have taken place elsewhere. The 
last colonial empire — that of Portugal — has 
been liberated in Africa. The white settler 
regime of Rhodesia is now an African Zim­
babwe. Feudal empires have been over­
thrown by major revolutions in Ethiopia and 
Iran. The empire of the USA was defeated in 
South East Asia, and has been notably weak­
ened in Central America. 

Whatever the prospects for the fiiture, it is 
impossible to deny that the position of the 
Right in the countries of Europe has been 
weakened over the past ten years. Few gov-
erimients have moved sharply to the right. 
Unfortunately Britain is one. 

Weakening of Western alliance 
So much for national politics. As for inter­

national politics, the major developments 
directly concerning Europe in the 1970s 
were the growing difficulties within the 
'Western alliance' and the revival, at the end 
of the decade, of a politically significant anti-
nuclear movement. The second of these is an 
unquestioned plus for the Left. We have 
only to think of the feebleness of these move­
ments in Britain in the earlier 1970s to be 
convinced of this. The international peace 
movement has already succeeded in post­
poning the installation of the new US 
nuclear weapons in Europe by some years. 
The first is a plus for the Left, insofar as it 
has long been the policy of the Right, and in 
particular the extreme Right, to present 
every international issue essentially as part 
of a life-and-death ideological battle between 
the 'free world' and 'communism', that is to 
say to define anyone who draws back from 
100% alignment with the likes of President 
Reagan as some kind of a red. Today, when 
West-West tension is much more common 
and utunanageable than East-West tension, 
and the major international disputes (as in 
the Middle East) can hardly be classified in 
simple East-West terms, this is no longer a 
plausible scenario. Insofar as it is no longer 
realistic to analyse world affairs in terms of 
the cold war crusaders, even a good many 
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Pandemonium at the 'bourse' (Paris Stock Exchange) after the election of Mitterrand. Faced with a selling 
stampede the Bourse authorities suspended dealings in quoted French companies. 

governments and parties which regard 
themselves, in principle, as on the US side in 
any possible conflia with the USSR, are no 
longer shackled by the conviction that, in 
public, thay have to make a sales pitch for 
the entire Washington package deal, what­
ever it may be at any given time. And they 
don't. To this extent the new situation weak­
ens the crusading Right and consequently 
strengthens the Left. Ten years ago, in spite 
oif the general talk of detente, the situation 
was gloomier in this respect. 

There are thus a number of credit-entries 
on the balance-sheet of the Left. Unfortu­
nately it cannot be denied that the debits are 
at present more prominent. 

The world capitalist crisis 
We may begin with the obvious faa that 

world capitalism is in its deepest crisis since 
the 1930s. Indeed the present crisis is in its 
way as serious as it was then. For many years 
after the war orthodox economists thought 
the problem of capitalist crisis had been 
overcome — largely, they felt sure, owing to 
their own advice. This confidence was based 
partly on the extraordinary period of boom 
and secular growth through which the world 
economy passed in the 1950s and 1960s, and 
partly on the undoubted fact that the most 
typical fluctuation of the capitalist economy, 

the so-called 'trade cycle' of alternating 
boom and slump, seemed to have become 
extremely attenuated. It still functioned 
mildly, but did not make any serious inroads 
into that 'fiill employment' which became a 
reality in many — but not in all — capitaUst 
countries during those decades. With very 
few exceptions, the orthodox economists, 
and with no known exceptions the govern­
ments of capitalist countries, overlooked the 
periodic plunges of the world economy into 
lengthy periods of crisis and difficulty, 
which have marked the history of capital-

the age of the 'economic 
miracles' of the 50s and 60s is 

past 

ism; for instance in 1815-1848, 1873-96, 
1920-48, give or take a few years either way. 

We have once again plunged into such a 
period; possibly — some might argue —since 
1968, undeniably since about 1973. It has 
already lasted the best part often years, and 
(except in the immediate neighbourhood of 
Thatcher and Reagan) the predictions of 
imminent recovery and return to growth are 
no longer heard. Most serious observers 
would be surprised if this period of global 
depression did not last for the rest of the 

1980s. Whatever the short or long term 
fiiture of capitalism, the age of the 'eco­
nomic miracles' of the 1950s and 1960s is 
past. Mass unemployment is here again on a 
scale unimagined for more than a gener­
ation. Even the richest of capitalist coun­
tries, used to fending off social imrest by 
very expensive systems of social security and 
other supplements to income, are squeezed 
between the slowing of economic growth, 
which used to make these expenditures tol­
erable to business, and the end of full 
employment, which used to make the com­
mitment to social security that much less 
onerous. 

Meanwhile hard times are returning to the 
peoples of countries which had forgotten 
about them, and harder times to those which 
never had a chance to. Even Mr Lee, presid­
ing over the fat-cat economy of Singapore, 
predicts lean days. Govenmients see their 
finances collapsing. Economically, the inter­
national monetary and credit system is walk­
ing along the precipice of a major collapse, 
from which it has so far been preserved by a 
tacit agreement to pretend that a number of 
govenmients, major banks, major corpo­
rations and other enterprises, are not bank­
rupt: for in the ordinary sense of 
accoimtancy many of them are. The inter­
national economy may still, as in 1931-2, fall 
over that precipice. Politically the world 
once again finds itself torn by apparently 
tmcontroUable conflicts which look like 
bringing it closer to a third world war. What 
is more, capitalism and its governments 
have no policy for overcoming these 
enormous problems which seems plausible 
or practicable. The confident chorus of the 
economists, those theologians of an age 
which believes in statistics rather than Prov­
idence, has fallen silent. 

So why no shift to the Left? 
Ought we not therefore to expect a major 

shift towards the Left, and especially 
towards the Socialists, whose claim that cap­
italism cannot manage its contradictions 
now sounds much more convincing than it 
has done for a long time? Do we even need 
much theoretical analysis to tell us that capi­
talism is not keeping its promises? But there 
has been no major shift. In the extreme case 
of Britain — which is only a more dramatic 
version of the troubled state of the Left else­
where — the Labour Party is so disrupted, 
demoralised and on the defensive that most 
of its members act as though they had writ­
ten off the chance of defeating a govenmient 
which has visibly pushed the coimtry deeper 
into a spectacular economic depression and 
is unparalleled for its reactionary views and 
economic failures. Other major parties of 
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the socialist and communist Left are hardly 
happy about their present state either. Nor 
can the smaller groups of the various ultra-
lefts be said to flourish, whether or not they 
try to recruit mass support. As always a few 
exceptions can undoubtedly be found, swal­
lows which alone do not, alas, make a sum­
mer. Thus the encouraging advance of the 
Workers' Party in the Irish Republic cannot 
change the generally discouraging picture. 

The only evident advances of the inter­
national Left in recent years vmderline this 
general failure to confront and draw 
strength from the crisis of capitalism. They 
are the movement against nuclear war and 
for enviroimiental improvements (the 
'green' movements which are of greater 
political significance at present on the conti­
nent than in Britain). 

Both are certainly initiated by the political 
Left, though both, in different ways, cut 
across the old political dividing lines, insofar 
as they are alternatives to confronting the 
crisis. This is not so clear in the case of the 
peace movement, partly because it is plainly 
a response to the increasingly menacing 
international situation which is one aspect of 

Even Dallas' JR is not likely 
to welcome oil-drilling on his 

ranch, especially by 
somebody else 

the global capitalist crisis, partly because 
these movements have not set themselves up 
in rivalry with the political Left, which pro­
vides them with the main body of their sup­
port. However, the recent debate around 
what seems to be EP Thompson's thesis that 
the main political issue is not capitaUsm or 
socialism but the fight against 'extermin-
ism', suggests that there are potential ten­
sions here. One hopes they can be relaxed. 

Such tensions are more obvious in the 
'green' movements, since some of these have 
set themselves up as political parties which 
weaken the Left (eg in Germany, the Social 
Democrats), by diverting part of its support 
to themselves. Moreover, 'green' move­
ments have much less relation to the present 
crisis of capitalism than to the present frag­
mentation of the international Left. In any 
case, improving the environment — which 
we must all support — is a programme 
equally directed in principle against capital­
ist business which opposes it in the name of 
profit, and plaimers (including socialist 
ones) who oppose it in the name of raising 
output, creating jobs or on some other 
grounds. Conversely, specific ecological 
campaigns are quite likely to be supported 
by the prosperous middle classes whose 

interest as consumers lies in unpolluted 
nature, far from motorways, smog, nuclear 
power stations and mass tourism, even 
though this may conflict with the interests of 
some of its members as business entrepre­
neurs. Even Dallas' JR is not likely to wel­
come oil-drilling on his ranch, especially by 
somebody else. 

What the Left can't offer 
Nevertheless, both the peace and ecology 

movements belong to the Left, and have 
shown a good deal of dynamism. But what 
they do not reflect, except very indirectly 
indeed, is any mass response to the economic 
failures and social problems of capitaUsm in 
its time of crisis. There is such a mass 
response, at least passively. A recent Italian 
public opinion poll shows that the percent­
age of citizens who expect a solution from 
revolution is as large today (26% in both 
cases) as that which expects anything from 
the existing parties. {The Times Aug 9 1982). 
But they do not seem to expect such a change 
from the parties of the Left. 

For, unlike the 1930s, the Left today can 
neither point to an alternative society 
immune to the crisis (as the USSR seemed to 
be) nor to any concrete policies which hold 
much promise for overcoming it in the short 
term (as Keynesian or similar policies 
seemed to promise then). Unlike the 1930s 
the socialist economies suffer from crises of 
their own, sometimes very acutely, and, in a 
number of cases, are themselves so inter­
locked with the world economy as to be 
vulnerable to the crisis of international capi­
talism. Moreover, while the free-market pol­
icies of Thatcherites and Reaganites are 
patently failing — we have not heard any 
cries of triiunph lately from Professor Mil­
ton Friedmann — the most obvious short 
term alternative, a retam to some form of 
neo-Keynesian expansionism, offers only 
modest prospects at the moment. For the 
immediate fixture the Left can offer to 
defend men and women against the com­
bined ravages of economic depression and 
the reactionary inhumanity of Thatcher and 
Reagan. In the longer term it has very much 
more to offer. What it cannot promise with 
much plausibility is a quick and certain solu­
tion to the crisis, such as seemed available 50 
years ago. This undoubtedly deprives it of 
some of its potential appeal. 

A longer term view 
This disappointing situation of the Left in 

the midst of a great opportunity must be 
seen against the background of difficulties 
which have developed over a much longer 
period. The core of the Left, since the 
decline of nineteenth century Liberalism, 

consisted, and still largely consists, of the 
working class parties and labour movements 
which developed on a massive scale in most 
of Europe before the First World War, 
splitting into Social Democratic and Com­
munist parties after the October Revolution. 
They grew up essentially as proletarian par­
ties, a tendency intensified in the Commun­
ist parties after 1917. That is to say, while 
also attracting — and seeking to attract — 
support from other strata and groups (for 
instance intellectuals), they were primarily 
based on manual wage-earners, heavily 
preoccupied with the specific demands of 
this class, and they expected to achieve their 
triumph over capitalism essentially through 
the action of the working class. They saw 
this class as inevitably growing in numbers 
and socialist class consciousness, as inevita­
bly destined by history to rise and triumph, 
carrying with it the rest of the people, except 
for a steadily diminishing number of capital­
ist exploiters. And, in fact, such parties grew 
and became mass forces, and attracted sup­
port from non-workers, inasmuch as they 
were seen as representing all that was pro­
gressive, and no other major parties existed 
around whom the alliance of workers and 
other progressive forces could rally. To this 
extent their historical confidence did not 
seem misplaced. 

Obviously the split between reformists 
and revolutionaries, anticipated before 1914 
but formally institutionalised after the Octo­
ber Revolution, complicated matters by 
dividing these movements, except in some 
countries where either the Social Demo­
crats, or more rarely the new Communists, 
enjoyed the virtual monopoly of mass sup­
port. Nevertheless, the ability of a united 
working class movement to act as mobiliser 
and leader of other classes and progressive 
forces was even more clearly demonstrated 
in the period of anti-fascism between 1934 
and 1947. The large movements of anti­
fascist unity were not merely formed round 
the nucleus of the Labour movements, nor 
did they only express the need to unite 
against the threat which fascism posed for 
the entire Left, from liberal democrats to 
communists. They also mobilised for major 
social changes, for the hope of a new and 
better society, under the leadership and slo­
gans of the parties of the working class. 
That, after all, is why Labour in 1945 rallied 
so great a wave of by no means only proleta­
rian support. That victory over fascism 
failed to lead to the expected new society, or 
where it did, produced disappointment as 
well as achievement, is another question. It 
was still possible to have some confidence in 
the historically inevitable rise of labour, 
which would eventually overcome capital-
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ism. The argument was not about this, but 
about the strategy and tactics of labour 
movements, and whether the leaders of 
some actually still wanted to overcome 
capitalism. 

A picture of change 
This is no longer such a plausible pros­

pect. The late Rab Butler records in his 
memoirs that Aneiu-in Bevan told him in the 
1930s, 'You represent a declining class: I 
represent a rising class.' It is not easy to 
imagine many yoimg working class militants 
expressing such opinions with genuine con­
viction today. The manual working class, 
core of traditional socialist labour parties, is 
today contracting and not expanding. It has 
been transformed, and to some extent 
divided, by the decades when its standard of 
living reached levels undreamed of even by 
the well-paid in 1939. It can no longer be 
assumed that all workers are on the way to 
recognising that their class situation must 
align them behind a socialist workers party, 
though there are still many millions who 
believe this. In Britain today a large sector of 
the 'affluent' or skilled workers, once the 
strongest supporters of Labour, are today 
politically imstable, as public opinion polls 
and electoral analyses demonstrate. 

Furthermore, the ability of the traditional 
working class parties to rally round them 
broad alliance for progress has been weak­
ened, as has, unfortunately, their own inter­
nal cohesion. The situation of the classical 
parties of this kind, both social-democratic 
and communist, reflects these difficulties. 
Often they can still rely on a great deal of 
traditional support, but in many respects 

they live on the accmnulated political capital 
of the past. And, insofar as they represent 
exclusively or primarily the sectional inter­
ests of organised workers — which of course, 
they must represent — they face more com­
plex problems than in the past. 

Thus the traditional Social Democratic 
Parties (we shall consider the novel phenom­
enon of'neo-socialist' or 'Eurosocialist' par­
ties below) have almost all lost some ground, 
even where, as in Scandinavia, they were the 
automatic parties of government for some 
forty years. What is more, even where they 
once rested on the solid loyalty and faith of a 
laboiu" movement, the ties which bound the 
workers to them have loosened, especially 
among the younger generation. This is very 
much the case in one of the rare countries 
where such a party is still, or can be expected 
to be, singlehanded in government, eg Aus­
tria. The situation of such parties whose 
support has been slowly eroding, is not usu­
ally as critical as the Labour Party's affairs 
have become in recent years, but the general 
tendency is not in doubt. Indeed we have 
seen some such parties split (as by the 
nationalist quarrels in Belgium) or collapse, 
as the old French Socialist Party did until it 
was reconstructed on a new base in the early 
1970s by Mitterrand. 

Communist parties 
The situation of the Communist parties is 

complicated by their very varying situation 
in different countries, and by the fragmenta­
tion of the international communist move­
ment in the past 25 years. They fall into 
three groups: small parties which, while 
sometimes significant forces in the labour 

movements of their coimtries, play a minor 
role in politics, mass parties since at least 
1945, and new parties which entered legality 
in the 1970s as potential or actual mass 
parties. 

The situation of the small parties varies so 
widely that it is impossible to generalise 
about them. The Swedish, Dutch, Belgian 
and Austrian parties have little in common 
except being small. What little could be said 
about the British CP in the context of a very 
general article, would in any case be familar 
to readers of Marxism Today. 

The older mass Communist parties suc­
ceeded in the difficult task of holding most 
of their influence, and working class loyalty, 
during the prosperity decades. In Italy they 
even extended it slowly. But they could not 
be content with the status of a large, but 
apparently permanent minority which 
doomed them to survive in a sort of political 
ghetto; and they failed, on the whole, to 
break out of it. Indeed, in France the CP 
entered a period of considerable difficulties 
and markedly declining support in the 
1970s. Though it is in government today, it 
is at present a junior partner of a revived 
Socialist Party, a situation which would 
have seemed inconceivable in 1970. The 
Italian CP has a less discouraging record. 
Indeed in the mid-70s it looked as though it 
had actually succeeded in decisively widen­
ing its mass support among a people fed up 
with a particularly incompetent, inactive 
and corrupt political regime. However, the 
impetus of this major breakthrough was not 
maintained, though some of the advances of 
those years have not been lost, particularly 
in regional and local government. Since then 
the Italian CP has also been slowly retreat­
ing, flghting to maintain its admittedly 
strong positions rather than expecting 
immediately to resume its advance. Neither 
party has succeeded in turning the crisis of 
capitalism to its advantage so far. Why they 
failed cannot be investigated here. 

Of the new mass parties, the Portuguese, 
having failed to establish decisive revolu­
tionary power in conjunaion with the mili­
tary revolt of 1974, seems to have settled 
down as a solid party based on the working 
class, representing about 15% of the elec­
torate, rather like the French and Italian 
parties of the 50s and 60s. The Spanish CP, 
which entered legality with the prestige of 
its unparalleled resistance record and at the 
head of a fighting union movement built up 
under Franco, established itself as a strong 
force in some regions, but has since virtually 
collapsed under its internal divisions. The 
latest polls suggest that its electorate has 
mostly abandoned it. 

This rapid sketch suggests that the tradi-
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tional socialist or communist working class 
parties cannot rely on either the slump or on 
long term tendencies of social and political 
development to guarantee automatic prog­
ress. It even suggests that such parties can no 
longer always rely on maintaining their solid 
traditional support. They will have to find 
new ways of mobilising their peoples for a 
better society. 

The rise of new-style parties 
How then are the advances of the political 

Left in the past ten years to be explained? 
Let us look at one interesting and ambiguous 
development: parties which have grown, 
sometimes with great and unexpected rapid­
ity. Most of these can be described as 'neo-
socialist' or 'Eurosocialist' parties. They are 
in effect new parties, either because they did 
not previously exist (like PASOK, which 
today forms the government of Greece), or 
because they were built on the ruins of tradi­
tional working-class socialist parties which 
had virtually gone out of business (as in 
France) or had only a paper existence (as in 
Spain). Today the new French Socialist 
Party, after winning the greatest triumph of 
any single party in the history of the French 
Left, dominates the government of France, 
and the Spanish Socialist Party may well —if 
the army lets it — preside over the next 
government of Spain. 

These new parties mainly belong to the 
Left (though one has considerable reserva­
tions about some, eg the Portugese Social­
ists), and some of them — in spite of growing 
largely in competition against the Commun­
ists — are committed to the united action of 
all the Left, including notably the Commun­
ists. This is obviously the case in France, 
where both Socialists and Communists form 
the government. However, the point is that, 
whatever we may think about them, they 
demonstrate the potential power of the Left 
to rally a majority of the people. In the case 
of the two most successful among them 
(Greece and France), they have mobilised 
sufficient support for electoral victory on 
the basis of a radical left wing programme. 
Thus in France Mitterrand won both the 
presidency and a decisive parliamentary 
majority by offering a programme which, at 
least on paper, is probably more radical than 
that of the Labour Left at present. To this 
extent there are lessons to be learned from 
these experiences. 

Popular coalitions 
These new parties are not so much mass 

parties of the old type, supported by an 
organised movement, and still less parties of 
organised workers: the neo-socialists have 
tended to lose what organic connection with 

the workers their predecessors had. They 
are rather groups of politicians raising elec-
toralibanners under which a wide and heter­
ogeneous range of discontented voters can 
be brought together. This has advantages 
and drawbacks. On the plus side they can 
have an extremely wide appeal, and hope to 
mobilise not only people disappointed with 
their old political affiliations, but the hith­
erto non-political, and find room for a vari­
ety of interests. On the minus side, their 
support may lack cohesion and fluctuate 
rapidly, and their leadership may have no 
policy (other than getting into office). In the 
worst cases they may merely redistribute the 
forces of a split and disillusioned Left in 
their favour, without extending much 
beyond it. They may even — in the absence 
of a sufficiently large and firm social base — 
opt for recruitment in the centre and on the 
right. 

However, one might observe secondly, 
that they tend to be drawn towards a Left 
alignment. The rise of President Mitterrand 
illustrates the reasons for this clearly, since 
this very able politician recognised the logic 
of his enterprise with unusual clarity. In the 
first place victory depended on mobilising 
all possible support against a reactionary 

The first conclusioiij which 
unfortunately needs restating, 

is that unity is strength 

and anti-democratic regime which was 
unpopular as such, and not only because it 
also seemed in its last years to be unable to 
cope with its economic troubles. It 
depended on mobilising the forces of prog­
ress against reaction and corruption. The 
most striking examples of Left advance in 
the past ten years have occurred in such 
circumstances. 

The French experience 
In the second place the success of this 

mobilisation depended on uniting opposi­
tion, not only because it is good strategy to 
concentrate forces against one target, but 
also because the very fact of unity is itself a 
powerful force, which can mobilise people 
who may neither understand nor be much 
interested in, the issues which divide the 
forces allied against the same enemy. (Con­
versely, in France, the regime of President 
Giscard was badly weakened by the division 
between his supporters and the old Gaull-
ists). In the third place unity is a particularly 
powerfiil instinct in that part of the Left 
represented by the working class movement; 
and for good reasons. Without such unity 
victory was inconceivable. With it, it was 

less difficult than it seemed. For in France, 
and for that matter in most of the rest of 
Europe, even in bad times, the political 
forces of the Left (in its broadest sense) are 
fairly evenly balanced against those of the 
Right, and relatively small shifts of support 
can give it the preponderance. Often, 
indeed, they are the majority, though this is 
concealed by internal divisions. Thus even 
today in Britain the majority of potential 
voters are opposed to the Conservatives. 

The victory of the Left in France was won 
by unity. Against both sections of his own 
party and leaders of the Communist Party, 
Mitterrand insisted on the unity between 
Socialists and Communists around which 
alone the full potential of the progressive 
vote could be mobilised, because unity alone 
promised victory. And even after his party 
had won a single-handed majority in Parlia­
ment, he insisted on bringing Communists 
into the government, for unity is the best 
safeguard against that crumbling of support 
which easily threatens progressive govern­
ments. And though the French government 
faces severe economic problems, which are 
not likely to disappear quickly, it has in its 
first year carried out a large part of its pro­
gramme. But what it has shown above all is 
that the Left can regain the initiative, mobi­
lise a majority of the people for a radical 
programme, and win. 

Some conclusions. 
What conclusions can be drawn about the 

state and prospects of the Left in Europe 
from the experience of the past ten years? 

The first conclusion, which unfortunately 
needs restating in spite of being obvious, is 
that unity is strength. Without it, the Right 
cannot be defeated. A divided Left, and 
especially a divided socialist Left, will not 
advance. It is far more likely to tear itself 
apart to the benefit of the Right. 

A second conclusion would suggest that 
the role and perspectives of the traditional 
Socialist/Communist working class parties 
in the fight for a better society, require some 
careful reconsideration. These parties, 
singly or jointly, are still the core of the Left, 
and often by far its strongest organised com­
ponent. Their capacity to be its leading force 
is not, in principle, to be doubted. But in 
practice they have not generally shown an 
ability to mobilise the entire potential sup­
port for democracy and for a better society. 
This is indicated by the fact that other 
organised forces on the Left have appeared, 
and play a significant and sometimes domi­
nant political role. 

We have already noted the appearance of 
the 'neo-socialist' parties, which are not 
working class parties in the traditional sense. 
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Moreover, a good deal of the Left now con­
sists of movements and special campaign 
organisations pursuing particular objects 
such as peace or ecological improvement, or 
the interests of special sectors of the people, 
such as, most notably, women, which may 
overlap with the traditional Left or be allied 
with it, but have an existence separate from 
its traditional parties and refiise to be identi­
fied only with them. Some such special 
interests or groups have actually organised 
their own separate parties which are in com­
petition with the traditional Left, as in the 
case of some 'green' parties and some region-
alist or nationalist movements. Conversely, 
some traditional parties have probably 
tended to narrow their appeal by concentra­
ting, in practice, on the special concerns of 
the workers organised in unions or other 
sectional groups of the working class. This 
must, naturally, remain an essential task of 
working class parties, but experience has 
shown that, say, concentrating on union mil­
itancy alone does not nekcessarily generate a 
broad political advance of the Left, or even 
political radicalisation in the working class 
as a whole. 

Unwise to generalise 
A third conclusion is that neither the long 

term social and political developments nor 

the short term crisis of the world economy, 
automatically favour the Left today. 
Whether they do or not depends on its politi­
cal action. Fortunately for it, the situation 
does not automatically favour its opponents 
either. Capitalism is plainly incapable in the 
short term of overcoming its present crisis. 
Its internal and international contradictions 
are more clearly visible. Moreover, unlike 
50 years ago, it has not so far found a politi­
cal strategy against the Left as effective as 
fascism was then. Nobody, especially in 
Britain, will underestimate the potential of 
the politics of the radical Right, but its weak-

Parties are no longer so firmly 
rooted in 'the movement' 

nesses should not be underestimated either. 
Three years after Hitler took power in Ger­
many, unemployment had been largely liq­
uidated; three years after Mrs Thatcher 
came into office, it has reached the highest 
figure ever recorded in this country. Reac­
tion so far — except where it has relied on 
straight military regimes — has relied on 
splitting the Left, not without assistance 
from the Left, rather than destroying it. 

Another conclusion follows from what has 
just been said. At present it may not be 
realistic to generalise about the prospects of 

the Left for the whole of non-socialist 
Europe. Unlike the 1930s, which saw a gen­
eral advance of fascism or the 1940s which 
saw a general advance of the Left growing 
out of anti-fascism and resistance, there are 
today no equally clear continent-wide 
trends. There are merely possibilities. The 
situation of the main parties of the Left, on 
which its prospects must depend, varies 
enormously. Some Socialist parties are in 
government; alone, in combination with 
Communist or other parties, or as minor 
parts of bourgeois coalitions. Some (as in 
France) can look forward to several years in 
which to face their problems, others (as in 
West Germany) are visibly weakening. 
Others are in opposition with or without 
good or even any prospects of winning elec­
tions, but their future is variable. While the 
Swedish Socialists, if they need to rely on 
anyone, would almost certainly seek for the 
support of the Communists, it is anybody's 
guess what, if anything, the Spanish Social­
ist Party would want to or be able to do. 
Some are gaining, others losing ground, and 
in both cases internal fragmentation may 
weaken the Left as a whole, or its major 
parties, to a greater or lesser extent. While it 
'S reasonable to assess the prospects of the 
Left concretely for each country, there is 
little sense in looking for general trends. 

Every f i f ty years women are required to 
reinvent the wheel, for every generation of 
women is initiated into a world in which 
women's traditions have been denied and 

buried 

Women of Ideas 
And What Men Have Done to Them 
From Aphra Behn to Adrienne Rich 

With characteristic energy, humour and 
learning. Dale Spender traces three hundred 

years of womens ideas. She uncovers not only 
the ways and words of women, but the methods 

of men. While men control knowledge, she 
argues, they are in a position to take women's 
ideas. If they like them, they use them; if they 

don't they lose them. 
£11.95 

Routledge & Kegan Paul 
39 Store Street, London WC1 

AKB. 

Introduction to Feminism is a 
lively and provocative discussion pack 
for all those who want to find out about 
feminist politics. The 40-plus pages 
tackle a range of issues from employ­
ment, black women, sexual politics, 
domestic labour, to health. 

Copies (75p, inci postage) available 
from Education Dept, 16 St John Street, 
London EC IM 4AY. 
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.\ I.K nr.'.ljn campaigning during the 'You never had it so good'years. 

Nostalgia will change nothing 
However, as distinct from the prospects of 

the Left, it is possible to generalise about its 
situation. It is, as we have seen, more frag­
mented than it used to be. The problem is 
how to unite these fragments — parties of 
the old kind and of the new kind, special 
interest parties, independent campaigning 
movements, so as to mobilise the full poten­
tial of the Left, and those who can be 
inspired by it to hope for a better fiiture. 
While that ̂ ore«fja/support is immense, has 
certainly not diminished, and may well be 
growing, the actual support for the main 
parties of the Left, old and new, has shown 
considerable volatility. Probably more so 
than in the past. Even the oldest of the mass 
parties can no longer always rely on holding 
the bulk of their traditional supporters, and 
still less the mass of newly politicised or re-
politicised citizens who may from time to 
time flock to their banners. The social basis 
of their support has changed, generally 
becoming more heterogeneous, and the 
strong organic links which bound their tra­
ditional supporters — especially the workers 
— to them, have been loosened. Parties are 
no longer so firmly rooted in 'the move­
ment'. This weakening of strong and com­
mitted mass organisations linking the ranks 

with their leadership is evident both when 
the Left is in government (and notably in 
France) and where it is not. It is not enough 
to deplore the decline of 'the movement' 
from the great old days, whenever the mili­
tants situate them (General Strike, the time 
of Maurice Thorez, Togliatti or Vienna in 
the 1920s). Nostalgia will not bring them 
back. They have gone for good. We must 
build on the foundations of the past, but the 
building must be new. This situation is com­
mon to the Left throughout Europe, and 
certainly to the socialist Left. 

To utilise the possibilities before the Left 
is not easy. Its forces are divided, and their 
leadership is unreliable. Some of the old 
Social Democratic parties have been content 
to administer the existing mixed economies 
in a liberal spirit, but few such economies 
are still prosperous enough to allow them to 
do even this without problems. It is by no 
means clear what else they aim to do. Some 
of the neo-socialist parties have been prima­
rily concerned with building themselves up 
as candidates for office by any means avail­
able, and it is sometimes by no means clear 
what their leaders represent, other than, say, 
a handsome face with great public relations 
potential or a particularly formidable and 
unscrupulous political manipulator. Both 

kinds of socialist party belong to the Left (as 
indeed do most British Social Democrats) 
and all have left wings within them, but 
leadership is not to be expected from them, 
though it may, as in the case of Mitterrand, 
emerge in such quarters. The special inter­
est campaigns, parties and groups inevitably 
concentrate too much on their particular 
fields to provide or even sometimes to aim at 
leadership for the broad political advance. 
The Left in Socialist parties, which has 
sometimes captured decisive influence in 
them, has often failed to be aware of the need 
for broad unity, or of the danger of narrow­
ing the appeal of their parties. The record of 
Communist parties, complicated by their 
own internal and international problems, 
has been uneven and sometimes disappoint­
ing. It is difficult to deny that the leadership 
of, say, the French, Italian and Spanish CPs 
have taken some mistaken decisions in the 
past ten years, for which they are still 
paying. 

So where do we look? 
Nevertheless, if the initiative to unite for 

advance and the leadership in that advance is 
to be expected from any quarter, it is from 
the Marxists. Not from the Marxism which 
is exhausted in a few agitational phrases or a 
few simplified formulas and denunciations, 
but from the Marxism whose strength lies in 
the realistic analysis of the historical situa­
tion, the developments in capitalism — and 
socialism — and the actual state of the move­
ment, however unexpected or unprece­
dented. The Left today cannot simply set 
out to replay the past, this time avoiding its 
errors. The game and pitch are no longer the 
same, nor are the teams. It cannot rely sim­
ply on the resources or, for that matter, the 
slogans it has inherited from the past. The 
old resources alone are no longer sufficient 
and not all the old slogans have the same 
meaning as they once had. It would be too 
much to say that the great potential reserves 
of the Left only wait to be mobilised if unity 
can be achieved and leadership provided. 
The situation is much too complicated and 
difficult for inspirational rhetoric. But the 
resources are great, they are there, and they 
can be mobilised. But it is probable that in 
the course of doing so the Left, and espe­
cially the socialist Left, will find that it has 
changed its style, form and structure. For it 
will represent not only a working class 
which is different from that it once mobi­
lised, but also other social strata, and groups 
whose interest in replacing a capitalist 
society (not to mention in the survival of the 
human race) is today not inferior or less 
urgent than the workers'. Q 
c. Eric Hobsbawm 1982 
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Kenneth Leech 

IS THE CHURCH 
OF ENGLAND REALLY 
MOVING TO THE LEFT? 

'For heaven's sake, hands off the Church of 
England!' cried an MP during the debates 
on the revised Prayer Book of 1928. 'It's the 
only thing that stands between us and Chris­
tianity.' Today, according to the Daily 
Express, that church is involved in a 'drift to 
socialism', and the danger of disestablish­
ment therefore looms high.' In recent weeks 
the spate of writing, and of utterances from 
Tory MPs, on the alleged left wing shift of 
the Church of England has reached at times 
bizarre proportions. What is the background 
to this extraordinary phase? 

A series of unconnected incidents has 
combined in recent weeks to induce an 
almost unparalleled manifestation of ftiry 
from those who have discerned a leftward 
shift in the Church, or at least a widening 
gulf between the Church and the values and 
policies of the present government. There 
was the Falkland Islands service, with the 
debate which preceded it. It was well known 
that there was a desire in government circles 
for a 'victory-service', and that many voices 
in the churches were hostile to this idea. In 
the event, the Church won. Denis Thatcher 
was quoted as saying that 'the Boss' (the 
Prime Minister, not God!) was 'hopping 
mad' while another version spoke of her 
'spitting blood'.^ 

The few days after the service on 26 July 
saw reports of violent attacks from the right 
wing of the Tory Party. Sir John Biggs-
Davison spoke of'cringing clergy' who were 
'misusing' St. Paul's to call the war into 
question.' Julian Amery called the service 
disgracefiil and complained specifically of 
the absence of martial hymns such as 'Fight 
the good fight' and 'Onward Christian sol­
diers'." The Archbishop's sermon came 
under heavy fire, because, while the first few 
paragraphs contained a strong expression of 
support for government policy, there was a 
strong attack on the arms race, and criticism 
of those who wished to 'wheel up God to 
endorse some particular policy or attitude 
rather than another'. 

National anthem 
Scarcely had the controversy died down than 
an innocuous hymn book, produced by a 
group of fairly conservative evangelicals. 

was the subject of attack because it con­
tained a new version of the national anthem 
in which 'Send her victorious' was replaced 
by 'Guard us in liberty'. In fact most of the 
critics failed to notice that the old version 
was published alongside it, and John Stokes, 
Tory MP for Halesowen, complained, 'It is 
typical of the trend among some bishops and 
clergy. These people are ashamed of being 
born Englishmen and are full of guilt and 
want to water down everything they can." 
In fact, the compilers of the book did not 
come from the political Left, or even from 
the radical wing at all. Lord Cranborne, 
Tory MP for Dorset South, complained that 
the Church of England was now 'peopled by 
buffoons, rather like social democrats." 

A few days later, a report of a working 
party on nuclear disarmament was leaked by 

the danger of 
disestablishment looms high 

two papers, and the anger reached a new 
climax. Clergy should stick to 'souls and 
sin', advised John Stokes, and leave 'matters 
temporal' such as disarmament to parlia­
ment.' The hst of utterances provoked by 
the various incidents is long, amusing and 
revealing. Perhaps the most eccentric was an 
article by Tony Dawe in the Daily Express 
on 17 August entitled 'The bishops rocking 
the Church to its foundations' which 
claimed that concern with race, disarma­
ment and the Third World was replacing 
'the Glory of God and his relevance to our 
lives', attacked Dr Runcie for preaching 'a 
sermon on the morals of war' instead of 
'thanking God for our victory' and spoke of 
'allegations of a "Militant-Tendency"-style 
take over of Church committees.' It ended 
with the warning that disestablishment 
might be the result of the 'Church's drift to 
the left.' 

In fact, the unease among some Conserva­
tives with the Church of England goes back 
some years. In recent years there had been 
criticisms of government policy over immi­
gration, child benefits, housing, nationality 
and a number of other issues. In 1978, after 
Mrs Thatcher's notorious TV interview 
about immigration, Eldon Griffiths, MP for 

Bury St. Edmunds, attacked some of the 
bishops who had criticised her. 'Is it any 
wonder that some of our cathedrals are 
empty if those who preach in them are so out 
of touch with what large numbers of British 
people are thinking and saying?" Two years 
later The Guardian claimed that the Minis­
try of Housing was trying to persuade Dr. 
Runcie 'to stop the Anglican Church's pub­
lic criticism of the housing cuts." The 
strong opposition to the Nationality Bill 
from both the House of Bishops and the 
General Synod was known to cause serious 
concern in Whitehall. Throughout the 
period, some politicians were stating their 
own view of the Church's role. It was prima­
rily spiritual, said Patrick Jenkin, who went 
on to express anxiety that the Church was 
now exerting political pressure over child 
poverty.'" Clifford Longley of The Times, 
commenting on Mrs Thatcher, noted 'the 
gulf between her conception of the Church's 
duty and their own.'" 

More political 
In fact, it is certainly true that during the 
1970s the Church of England as an institu­
tion, through its synods, boards and working 
parties took political issues with an increas­
ing degree of seriousness and sophistication. 
A simplistic interpretation of this sees it 
simply as a capitulation to 'trendiness' (an 
umbrella term covering an enormous range 
of views), to 'liberalism' and to the 'spirit of 
the age'. A more serious and informed 
approach will see it as a conscientious grap­
pling with political realities, informed by 
Christian theology and the study of the 
available data. 

A recent study of The Church of England 
and Politics^^ has surveyed the Church's 
political involvement in six areas — race and 
community relations; men, women and sex; 
health and sickness; violence, peace and war; 
work, industry and prosperity; the political 
process itself. There are other important 
areas where considerable expertise has been 
built up. While one should not exaggerate 
the changes, it is clear that the involvement 
in political issues by the Church, nationally 
and locally, is very considerable, and this is 
not seen as a kind of 'dabbling', or an alter-
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