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Abstract


There is a gap in the existing literature as to why the New Left in West Germany entered a phase of rapid decline by the end of the 1970s. The overarching aim of this thesis is to offer a politico-theoretical explanation for the historical development of the New Left and why the ‘red decade’ between 1967 and 1976/7 ended so abruptly. Within this context, the thesis will focus on the Maoist K-Gruppen and particular emphasis will be placed on the Marxistische Gruppe, which defied the general decline of West Germany’s New Left and developed into its largest organisation during the 1980s. Furthermore, the Red Cells movement will be analysed from which both currents emerged in the wake of the student movement.


Key works of the Marxistische Gruppe will be analysed with particular emphasis on politico-theoretical aspects. The analysis of the group’s theoretical work will provide a better understanding of the New Left’s historical developments against the background of the changing political environment.


This thesis will conclude with reflections on developments of the radical left after the collapse of the New Left in 1989/91 and how the red decade’s legacy is still prominent in the work of the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house (the Marxistische Gruppe’s ideological successor).


In conclusion, this thesis will reveal that the influence of politico-theoretical aspects on the historical development of the New Left has been given too little consideration and that the New Left’s fate cannot be adequately explained by external factors, but demands the consideration of the very development of theories and the practical conclusions organisations reached regarding their social, economic and cultural circumstances. This work will be the first to provide an insight into the potential of such a theoretical explanation for an understanding of the specific developments of the post-1968 West German New Left.
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0. General introduction



0.1. Introduction


The purpose of this study is to analyse the historical development of West Germany’s New Left following the student movement and develop a conceptual understanding thereof, with particular emphasis on its politico-theoretical background. To avoid losing oneself in the mere listing of the countless organisations, rivalries and fissions, centre stage is given to Maoist cadre factions, the so-called K-Gruppen (communist groups), the Marxistische Gruppe, West Germany’s largest organisation during the 1980s and the Red Cells movement, from which both strands of revolutionary Marxism emerged in the early 1970s. A presentation of these strands and their particular theory formation represents a suitable contribution with which to make sense of historical developments after the end of the ‘red decade’ between 1967 and 1976/77.


In West Germany, Marxism was treated in academia and politics as a ‘dead dog’ and precursor of ‘totalitarian regimes’ in Eastern Europe until the popularisation of Marxist literature within the context of the emerging student protest movement in the mid-1960s. It constituted the predominant ideological framework in which activists and intellectuals leaning to the political left operated in the years of and following 1968. For the next decade, Marxist theory influenced the discourse regarding self-understanding of the social sciences and arts in academia and, even more importantly, the sphere of left-wing political radicalism. Particular focus was put on the ‘reconstruction’ of the Marxist critique of political economy and political activism on the basis of numerous Marxist-Leninist strands, most notably of Maoist origin.


In the late 1960s, a new generation of academics, politicised in the context of the emerging New Left, confidently postulated the integration of Marx’s legacy into the social scientific canon. Alfred Schmidt, Oskar Negt, Elmar Altvater and Ernest Mandel, amongst many others, supported this integration.1 Marxism was understood as the decisive means with which to distinguish between actual ‘science’ and ‘ideologies’. A plethora of factions and small parties were formed concurrently from the student movement. In contrast to the academic objective of reconstructing Marxism, activists from these organisations relied on the existing revolutionary literature and its interpretation, and believed that all relevant issues of Marxist theory had already been answered in the classic works of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin and Mao Zedong. Thus, open and unbiased theory formation was of subordinate interest to New Left activists supporting the working class ‘masses’ and their daily political and economic ‘struggle’. In this context, the role of communist factions relying on the teachings of Mao Zedong was of particular importance. Fascinated by the revolutionary optimism engendered by the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the K-Gruppen, also referred to as the Marxist-Leninist movement, functioned as a self-styled avant-garde, willing to take up the revolutionary struggle in the developed world and guide the proletariat in fulfilling its supposed historical mission, namely, to overthrow bourgeois society.


By the late 1970s, the situation was different. New Left factions that based their political work on the writings of Marx, Mao and Lenin were in decline in West Germany. In fact, the proletariat as revolutionary subject, which carried the hopes of communist organisations during the ‘red decade’ of 1967 to 1976/7, refused to give its allegiance to any anti-capitalist project. The inability to gain social efficacy beyond the boundaries of the radical left milieu engendered self-criticism among K-Gruppen activists and caused disappointment with the outcome of political activism in the wake of the student revolt. In light of the growing influence of new social movements, of which a significant part merged into the Green Party in the early 1980s, the process of dissolution among K-Gruppen accelerated.


Chapters One, Two and Three of this thesis scrutinise the historical development of West Germany’s New Left from the perspective of political theory and focus on its major ideological lines of development. In the existing literature, the New Left’s historical development is primarily explained by external factors: changes in global politics, economic production, and the emergence of new social movements.2 Koenen and Kühn were the most recent authors to insist that external factors in general, and the new social movements in particular, were the main reason for the demise of the New Left and the K-Gruppen, respectively. Kühn, for example, concludes his study on the K-Gruppen with the assertion that the strengthening of grassroots democratic approaches primarily caused the demise of West German Maoism.3


In contrast to this hypothesis, I contend that the historical development of West Germany’s New Left after 1968 can be explained by analysing its theoretical foundations. Arguments ignoring the specific theory formation are weak because of their inability to convincingly explain why and how, for example, the emergence of new social movements was able to have such a substantial impact on certain organisations when other groups were unaffected by their existence. The basic idea here is that being confronted with specific historical conditions does not determine how individuals and entire organisations respond to them. The presumed automatism of a changing environment and ideological alignment is challenged in the context of the present thesis. In addition, these conditions were identical for all revolutionary organisations of the 1970s and therefore can be ruled out as an adequate explanatory approach. Accordingly, it is argued that the responsiveness of different Marxist strands to the changing historical context was inherent to the respective ideologies they advocated. Historical developments and theory formation were interrelated insofar as the latter explains why these developments could actually take effect on the vast majority of Maoist activists and, on the other hand, why the Marxistische Gruppe took the changing political, economic and social environment as an opportunity to formulate severe criticism of the bourgeois society.


Complementary to this crisis at the organisational level was the ‘crisis of Marxism’, proclaimed by Louis Althusser at a conference in Venice in 1977. Althusser’s talk of crisis was adopted in West Germany, albeit with different intentions. Unlike in France (and Italy), where the ‘crisis’ was primarily with regard to a realignment of revolutionary praxis, in West Germany, discussions were predominantly of an academic nature. Analogous to the developments of revolutionary Marxism, the ‘reconstruction’ of Marxist theory in academia lost its momentum by the late 1970s and hitherto developed theories were abandoned.


Moreover, the reconstruction not only took place in order to contribute to the ideological criticism of bourgeois society, to prove the ‘superiority’ of Marxist theory over positivistic and empirical approaches, but also intended to offer the conclusive explanation of modern capitalism and therefore contribute to its transformation. These political-emancipatory intentions disappeared when it became obvious that the ‘crisis of Marxism’ would no longer revolve around the critique of mainstream academic theories and bourgeois society, but instead the self-criticism of Marxist intellectuals. Central to this was the assumption that all practical and theoretical approaches applied since the steering towards Marxism after 1968 challenged, as the political scientist Joachim Hirsch argued, the “set of [Marxist] traditions of political analyses, concepts and strategies.”4 Hirsch concluded that Marxist theory “ha[d] been lastingly denied by the developments”5 of the 1970s, such as the incipient substantial shift from the secondary to tertiary economic sector, increasing levels of unemployment and the aggravation of the political situation between the two superpowers, not to mention the turn in a conservative direction taken by leading industrial countries.


Although these developments provided ample opportunities for theoretical clarification and practical criticism, the majority of the West German New Left qualified its theoretical criticism formulated against the bourgeois order during the ‘red decade’ and thus abandoned its interest in overthrowing the politico-economic order.


Contrary to the decline of the West German New Left and the apparent crisis of Marxist theory formation at the turn of the decade, the Marxistische Gruppe was formed in 1979 and established itself as the largest and most lasting faction. As with most of the K-Gruppen, the Marxistische Gruppe emerged from the student movement and subsequent transition phenomenon: the Red Cells movement. Although the politicisation of activists took place under identical historical circumstances, members of the later formed Marxistische Gruppe adopted a different course than the K-Gruppen. For the Marxistische Gruppe, the theoretical penetration of social reality from an overtly Marxist perspective was more important than the practical support of the working class and its ‘daily’ and ‘democratic struggle’.


In line with their self-concept of being a ‘corrective’ of the left movement, the Marxistische Gruppe developed a specific theoretical contribution to the Marxist body of thought. Chapters Four and Five briefly analyse two of their most significant contributions. The theory of ‘abstract free will’ and the group’s theory of state are of interest in two different ways. First, in light of the historical developments of revolutionary and intellectual Marxism since the peak of the student protest movement and the decline of the New Left by 1976/77, the question emerges as to why the Marxistische Gruppe constituted an exception of this process. In other words, what kind of role did the group’s theory formation play in becoming the most stable and largest organisation on the far left of the political spectrum? What were the theoretical overlaps between these groups of the New Left in the early stages of the post-1968 era? How far did the Marxistische Gruppe go beyond the limits of traditional Marxist theory and some of its major premises?


Second, the crisis of the New Left movement raises a further issue for exploration: can the historical development that culminated in the crisis of practical and theoretical Marxism be interpreted as the immanent result of the conceptualisation of Marxism as a theory and prediction of crisis? Is there an overarching historical development process that explains the abandonment of influential pro-Marxist ideas in the late 1970s?


While the theory of abstract free will is an attempt to understand and criticise the specific mindset of individuals living within capitalism, which also can be read as an explanation for the difficulties of Marxists to agitate the ‘revolutionary subject’, the theory of state aims to logically derive the existence of the democratic state from the abstract free will of its citizens. Based on its critique of freedom and equality, the Marxistische Gruppe seized upon the anti-state elements of Marx’s at times inconsistent work.6


Since the ‘reappropriation’ of Marx’s work was at the centre of intellectual attention in the 1960s and 1970s, both chapters start with a brief discussion of Marx’s own reflections on the issues of consciousness and the capitalist state. These discussions will be followed by a substantial description and analysis of how the Marxistische Gruppe reflected upon these two issues and with reference to Hegel’s work, how it contributed to the extension of Marxist theory formation. Bringing forth the Marxistische Gruppe’s implicit reference to aspects of Hegel’s work is worthwile because it highlights the group’s distinct ideological framework among New Left factions. Some criticism I formulate in particular in Chapter One partially overlaps with the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory discussed in Chapter Four, which results from the common interest in and appreciation of Hegel’s many-faceted work.


As the focus of the present work is to consider aspects of political theory with which to understand the historical development of the West German New Left, the following chapters do not aim to analyse the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory against the background of a complete Marxist genealogy on these two matters or criticise its work in detail. Although this would provide an interesting contribution to the Marxist history of ideas, such an undertaking would go beyond the scope of this thesis and would also not contribute to the better understanding of historical processes. However, in the chapter on the consciousness of modern individuals, ideas of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory are nonetheless considered because of the relevant influence of its works on the student movement.


The chapters on the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory should be primarily read from a functionalist perspective and are primarily for the purpose of understanding the historical developments. Even though the theory was not formed to function as a bulwark against the general crisis of Marxism in the late 1970s, it was integral to the Marxistische Gruppe’s success in the 1980s and the reason for withstanding the process of disintegration among the organised radical left in West Germany. The following chapters therefore do not amount to an apologia for the Marxistische Gruppe’s theoretical work; the length conceded to the description of their analysis is due to the group’s approach to ‘logically’ derive the object of its research, which necessitates at least a superficial understanding of its individual steps. Furthermore, it is also an attempt to make the work accessible for further analysis, depoliticise the handling of their major theoretical work that in the past too often fell victim to political considerations, rather than content-related objections and also to show some of the arguments the group adopted from Hegel.


To address the research questions outlined above, I will also analyse the theoretical foundations of the early New Left, up to the point when the Marxist-Leninist shift of paradigms occurred in the wake of ‘68’. During this process, I will answer the following questions, enabling me to forge a bridge between the student movement and developments in its aftermath: does the first wave of politicisation in 1967/68 imply theoretical considerations that paved the way for the further development of the West German New Left? If so, how did the criticism formulated in ‘68’ resurface when the New Left movement began to fall apart after 1976/7?


The objective of this work is to fill the gap in the existing literature regarding the course of the New Left’s project in West Germany between 1969 and 1991 from a critical perspective and trace the common denominator of its key protagonists. Furthermore, this work continues recent research conducted on the New Left after 1968. In particular, the work of Koenen, Steffen, Kühn and Benicke has contributed to further understanding of the New Left movement and in particular its Maoist factions. However, in a literature review in 2010, which supported Backes’ idea of the New Left as desideratum of research, Pfahl-Traughber identified numerous gaps, of which two are intended to be filled by the present study: the history of the Marxistische Gruppe and a theory of the New Left’s demise.7 Thus, the interdisciplinary approach is caused by the object of study.


Indeed, these two gaps seem to be interrelated. The way in which individuals and organisations developed over years of protest can be derived from how they theoretically conceptualised their political, economic and cultural environment; thus, I assert that the Marxistische Gruppe’s relative success in becoming an important factor among the radical left can be largely attributed to its theory formation. Conversely, the relevance of the group’s approach can also be measured according to the criticism of opposing political organisations implied in the group’s theory.


Before devoting my attention to the methodological basis of the present thesis, a few essential research strategic implications and premises require explication. There might be obvious objections against analysing the historical development of West Germany’s New Left between 1969 and 1991 from a politico-theoretical perspective: are the theoretical strands and specific works discussed representative of the plethora of ideologies held by other individuals and organisations involved with the West German New Left? Are these approaches not the result of divergent theoretical traditions and conditioned by equally divergent ways of looking at political, economic and cultural problems, rendering the development of a holistic theory of the New Left almost impossible? Is the Marxistische Gruppe ultimately not a ‘special occurrence’ among New Left factions, and hence is it even worth the particular emphasis it receives in the present thesis?


Moreover, will the analysis of the group’s theory formation and historical development contribute to the understanding of fellow radical left organisations? Finally, to what extent can the theoretical strands predominant at the peak of the West German student movement compared to those developed thereafter, considering the changing historical contexts and their different implications?


Against these potential objections, I would like to bring two thoughts to the reader’s attention: first, with regard to the plethora of other theories, it is important to note that it is not possible to justify a priori why the specific works selected here, to exemplify general practical and theoretical trends in the New Left, are representative when compared to others. Likewise, it is impossible to identify in advance the extent to which the quoted works here are essentially in accordance to one another with regard to their political implications and self-criticism. Although the selected works have been considered for their appropriateness and importance, the ultimate justification as to whether or not and to what extent the authors and organisations I chose are actually the most suitable to elaborate on can only be made in due consideration of the below analysis. Furthermore, whether or not the analysis of the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory adequately explains the specific development of the Marxistische Gruppe as an antithesis to the general trend among New Left organisations of disintegrating by the late 1970s, and non-partaking in the ‘crisis of Marxism’, will be discussed by the respective chapters. The same will apply to the selection of theoretical fragments of the Marxistische Gruppe to be discussed.


Second, the development of any holistic theory requires the analysis of the sum of its individual parts. In other words, the varying historical developments, politico-theoretical traditions and practical approaches applied by individuals and organisations involved with the West German New Left constitute an inherent requirement in the development of a holistic theory of the New Left, and when studying the logic of its historical germination. To avoid any misunderstanding resulting from the use of ‘logic’ in the context of this work, it should be emphasised that it is exclusively used in Hegelian terms to identify general ‘laws’ of the historical and theoretical issues at stake.


The phrase ‘logical connection’, for example, makes reference to the idea that in retrospect, the developments of the New Left followed their own rationale and were thus not coincidental. This approach, however, does not claim that the course of history is predetermined. Similarly, the application of the adjectives ‘necessarily’ and ‘inevitably’ refers to theoretical and practical transitions, which require specific premises for them to occur. The identification of these premises is a necessary moment of theory formation and allows for the understanding of a phenomenon’s inherent connection – its logic – in the above described way.8


The research strategy should be highlighted here again. By critically analysing the influential ideas at the peak of the West German student movement, during the peak years of the prevailing Maoist-influenced New Left in the 1970s until its demise in the context of the general ‘crisis of Marxism’, it is intended to establish an approach that prevents merely narrating historical events and developments. Therefore, the present thesis does not simply contribute to the existing literature which already focuses on the post-1968 era in West Germany and specific organisations; but in fact, provides a holistic theory by examining the New Left’s development from a critical perspective through the presentation of selected organisations, i.e. the K-Gruppen and Marxistische Gruppe. The term ‘holistic’ implies the intention to expand on the existing historiography with reflections on its political theory. These theoretical considerations shed light on how the actual historical processes are related. Accordingly, this approach aims to forge a bridge between the most important stages passed through by the New Left.


Sources were carefully selected according to the research questions stated above. The sources were analysed in line with the hermeneutical approach, focusing on the motives and intentions of the known and, due to the subject of research, often anonymous authors within their historical context. This helped source further information about the text, its background and possible interpretations. In order to provide an integral perspective of the topic, multiple resources were considered: primary and secondary literature, audio and visual recordings, web sources and finally, transcripts of conducted interviews. The reliability and integrity/validity of these sources was ensured.


Primary literature was sourced from original works of the Marxistische Gruppe and Maoist factions, as well as leading intellectuals of the New Left. These were found in the three major archives I visited. Collections at the Archiv für alternatives Schrifttum in Duisburg; the Bayerische Hauptstaatsarchiv in Munich; and in particular, the Archiv der Außerparlamentarischen Opposition an der Freien Universität in Berlin, proved highly valuable resources. Moreover, a private collection allowed me to work through early publications of the Marxistische Gruppe, not available in the major archives. In order to discuss the relationship of the Marxistische Gruppe to the German Democratic Republic (GDR), I also used information provided by the Federal Commissioner for the Records of the State Security Service of the former GDR: the then so-called Birthler Behörde in Berlin. The primary literature was only accessed either in its original form or from copies or facsimiles of the original, thereby ensuring its integrity.


The secondary literature predominantly deals with the particular developments in West Germany in the 1960s and 1970s and was largely accessed from the university libraries of Glasgow and Bremen. Integrity of this secondary literature was chiefly ensured by selecting literature from peer-reviewed journals and widely discussed books. Numerous websites offering discussion forums for interested people to discuss the past and present of Germany’s radical left provided useful material. The anonymity of authors, limited censoring and verifiability are potential limitations of these types of electronic resources. Where verification was necessary, the relevant authors were contacted. This aimed to reduce the impact of the previously outlined limitations, and partly ensured the validity of these resources.


Finally, I also conducted nine interviews with both former activists of the Marxistische Gruppe and individuals involved with the red cells movement in the early 1970s. The interviewees were recruited through a) contacting identifiable actors of the New Left movement; and b) professional contact with former activists during university education. Subsequently, nine individuals agreed to participate, of which six completed face-to-face interviews and three took part in email conversations: the latter owing to logistical issues and personal preference.


The face-to-face interviews were conducted in a semi-structured fashion. This allowed for the collection of valuable, rich information not available in existing sources described above. The pre-determined interview schedule enabled partial uniformity regarding interviewee responses. The format of the three interviews conducted via email was structured, thereby reducing the burden of the interviewees. Conducting an oral history project proved to be a difficult task in the context of the present thesis. At first it was difficult to recruit participants for the interviews. Because of the existence of the Marxistische Gruppe’s ideological successor, the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house, and the Verfassungsschutz’s ongoing minor surveillance activities, it was not possible to find leading personnel of the publishing house to agree to speak about the history of the Red Cells and/or Marxistische Gruppe. This also explains why only five ordinary members were willing to give interviews; interviews that were, however, characterised by ensuring confidentiality of members and inner structures and the reproduction of the group’s stance already available in written form. Consequently, the interviews proved to be relatively unproductive and contributed only marginally to a more intimate understanding of the Marxistische Gruppe’s development. In addition, critics of the Marxistische Gruppe, individuals that either published on the group or raised criticism on the internet, were contacted by the author, but were unavailable for interviews. Thus, my ambition to uncover new facets of Marxistische Gruppe compiling narratives about individuals, events, disputes surrounding specific decisions and organisations did not materialise as hoped. Any investigation of ‘history from below’ was refuted because the specific history of the Marxistische Gruppe was not considered relevant in itself or for the understanding of current political events and debates among the radical left. In order to minimise the impact associated with the difficulties to recruit unbiased interviewees for the present thesis, individuals critically related to the Marxistische Gruppe, were also contacted; however, they proved unavailable for comment. In light of the ongoing secret-mongering surrounding much of the history of the radical left and personal involvement during the 1970s and 1980s, the knowledge acquisition through an oral history project was stretched to its limits.


Despite the limitations considering data acquisition, these difficulties do not substantially interfere with the approach to explain the New Left’s post-1968 development from a politico-theoretical perspective, an approach that first and foremost relies on theoretical work and its analysis.


An in-depth consideration of the New Left’s development beyond West Germany — in particular, in France, Italy and the United States (US) — would have been problematic when considering the systematic focus of my research. The specific political and intellectual backgrounds of the respective New Left movements in these countries would also have gone beyond the scope of the present study. However, at various points throughout, the thesis will refer to developments in these states: because it supports the idea that the particular historical developments in West Germany reflected the zeitgeist in Europe and North America to at least a certain extent, if not on a global scale.


A significant part of both the West German New Left and Marxist theory formation between the 1960s and early 1980s is not considered by this study. For example, neither the Trotskyist organisations nor Communist groupings loyal to Moscow are discussed; similarly, historical and dialectical materialism in the tradition of really existing socialism and the corresponding theory of state monopoly capitalism, whose proponents were not involved in the discussions surrounding the ‘crisis of Marxism’, were, despite its popularity in some circles (e.g. organisations loyal to the East German regime), also not considered beyond their function as the New Left’s subject of severe criticism. This indicates the particular path which Marxist theory formation took in Eastern Europe. Although interesting, the consideration of these theories extends beyond the scope of this thesis; and more importantly, these groups, in particular Trotskyist organisations, formed only an insignificant minority within the West German New Left.



0.2. Terminology


The historiography of the West German New Left has been dominated by different ideological preferences. This not only results in the often mutually exclusive interpretations of the events and processes between the mid-1950s and German unification in 1990, but also in the terminology employed in specific works. Thus, in order to limit the potential risk of entering what March and Mudde coined a ‘terminological minefield’, I will now define terms central to my thesis, which could otherwise cause misunderstanding and confusion.9



0.1.1. New Left


As a political and cultural phenomenon, the New Left had many faces. This is also reflected in the different meanings attached to the term ‘New Left’, As Lucardie notes, in France, one generally distinguishes between the nouvelle gauche of the 1960s and the gauchisme of the 1970s; while in Germany, the Neue Linke are chiefly referred to in the context of the developments which led towards the formation of the West German student protest movement in 1967/8 and its subsequent continuation until the early 1980s. In the Netherlands, the Nieuw Links was merely a faction within the Dutch Labour Party.10 Thus, the meaning of the term ‘New Left’ substantially varies depending upon different national contexts and therefore requires terminological clarification.


According to Lucardie, the New Left movements “seemed to share two characteristics: they refused to take sides in the Cold War between Western capitalism and Eastern socialism; and they emphasised democracy which seemed endangered by both camps and in need of revitalising and radicalising somehow.”11 Although this characterisation offers a valuable basis for a thorough definition of what is to be understood by the ‘New Left’, it is important to emphasise that “the New Left’s creative and euphoric phase of the late 1960s disintegrated in a number of directions by the early 1970s.”12


Thus, throughout this thesis, these various directions, bound to different strands of Maoism, Trotskyism and tendencies of political autonomism and spontaneism, are subsumed under the term ‘New Left’. In other words, the meaning applied by this thesis follows the definition generally employed in the German literature. In the narrow sense, it refers to all factions and parties that established themselves as political entities independent of traditional communist parties and to the left of social democracy between 1967, the year of the first student protests, and 1980, when the Green Party was founded in West Germany.13 Even though some organisations of the New Left were active until the early 1990s, the establishment of the Green Party is identified here as denoting the end of West Germany’s New Left, considering its integrating function for parts of the new social movements and numerous cadres formerly active in the plethora of New Left factions. It coincided with the end of Marxist-inspired political activism aiming to overthrow the capitalist society on the basis of the contradiction between capital and labour. It also symbolised the transition from the alleged ‘crisis of Marxism’ to the actual dissolution of most organisations established in the years of the shift from anti-authoritarian to predominantly Marxist-Leninist ideologies in the wake of the student movement.14


The New Left is thus defined as a complex variety of leftist ideologies that delimited itself from Soviet-dominated communism – above all, its Stalinist version – and its affiliated parties in the capitalistic bloc, as well as social-democratic currents, i.e. the ‘Old Left.’ Emphasis on democracy was also considered as vital. However, it is important to stress that discourses on democracy in radical left circles should not be confused with loyalty towards constitutional democracy: the specific form of democratic rule, which is common in the 21st century and usually equated with the term ‘democracy.’15



0.1.2. Radical left


According to March and Mudde, academics have been occupied in recent years with an “ongoing debate over the utility of alternatives such as ‘radicalism’ and ‘extremism’ in analysing the poles of the political spectrum.”16 Given this, it is imperative to clarify what is precisely meant by the term ‘radical left’ in the present study.


Considering the diversity of approaches developed by New Left factions and intellectuals during its zenith in the late 1960s and early 1970s, it would be misleading to categorise most activists as ‘extremists’, in the sense of being in fundamental practical and theoretical opposition to constitutional democracy, and refusing the sovereignty of the people.17 In West Germany, the term ‘extremism’ was officially introduced by the Ministry of the Interior in 1973 to further differentiate between radical groups and those extremist factions, parties and ideologies that were, per se, in opposition to democracy and capitalism.18


What precisely was meant by ‘per se’ in this context remained vague. In recent scholarship, the acceptance of people’s sovereignty has been commonly identified as the line of demarcation between ‘extremist’ and ‘radical’ political activism. However, what exactly constitutes the sovereignty of the people is again unclear. If we differ from Mudde’s view that radicalism means the support of democratic procedures in the sense of ‘one man, one vote’, whilst any form of political extremism denies this basic principle of the sovereignty of the people, the radical left represents the central theme of the present study.19 Yet it is nonetheless important to keep in mind that the support of some principles associated with modern democracy is not identical to taking sides with its politico-economic and political-legal organisation. Although left radicals are committed to systematic change, they do not necessarily reject the common principles on which modern democratic societies are based (e.g. human rights, the ideas of freedom and equality).


Moreover, in a different socio-economic setting, democracy and the sovereignty of the people, for example, could also materialise in the form of abolition of the state. People’s sovereignty is by definition not limited to awarding mandates to representatives, as Schumpeter and others have argued. For Schumpeter, democracy is merely


an institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions which realizes the common good by making the people itself decide issues through the election of individuals who are to assemble in order to carry out its will.20


Thus, it is important to state clearly that left radicals are anti-liberal democratic, but not anti-democratic per se. Consequently, even if ‘radicalism’ and ‘extremism’ are sometimes used interchangeably, they are in fact heterogeneous concepts with ideological intersections.21


Furthermore, Stöss emphasises that both terms are value-laden and the application of one or the other often expresses a political weltanschauung, in the sense that the political centre, representing the majority society and its political proponents, is considered to be ‘normal’, whereas deviant political ideologies are stigmatised as inflexible and intemperate.22 Klärner and Kohlstruck concur that from the viewpoint of the logic of language, ‘radical’ and ‘extremist’ can only be meaningfully used against the background of the political centre.23 Above all, ‘extremism’ carries a particularly negative connotation, because it is generally identified with a propensity towards violence and terrorism. Kailitz, for example, determines the creation and preservation of a dictatorship as the common interest of political extremism.24 Although March and Mudde stress that this does not necessarily have to be the case, I prefer to use the term ‘extremist’ exclusively with reference to those political actors and ideologies that propagate or apply the means of political violence to reach their goals; and in so doing, deny the people’s sovereignty and their right of self-determination. Thus, the term ‘radical’ is used in a broader sense throughout this work, albeit with caution and in full awareness that there are plausible arguments to suggest doing otherwise.


The term ‘left’ still refers to those political actors that, first, identify economic inequality as the basis of existing politico-economic and socio-cultural arrangements; second, are critical of capitalism; and third, follow an international approach “both in terms of its search for cross-national networking and solidarity, and in its assertion that national and regional socio-political issues have global structural causes.”25


In line with the definition of ‘radical’ and ‘left’ given above, I refer to the Marxistische Gruppe as a typical representative of West Germany’s radical left in the 1970s and 1980s. Although the discussion of their theoretical work in Chapters Four and Five suggest that the Marxistische Gruppe should be categorised as an actor of the extreme left, because of its immanent critique of the ideas of freedom and equality, its origin and strict refusal of violent means in following its political goals are crucial in ultimately categorising the organisation as radical and part of the New Left.


Finally, Langguth and Steffen indicate the problems of identifying the terms ‘New Left’ and ‘radical left’ as synonymous.26 Even though, in most cases, the radical left was identical to the New Left in the historical context of the student protest movement of 1968 and its aftermath, it is important to stress that New Left factions were generally radical; but not all radical organisations were part of the New Left movement. The Deutsche Kommunistische Partei (DKP, German Communist Party), for example, was radical, some might argue even extremist, but because of its close relationship to the East German Socialist Unity Party it was not categorised as a New Left organisation.



0.1.3. Bourgeois society and science


The Marxist term ‘bourgeois society’ refers to the social formation in which the commodity relationship — that of buying and selling commodities and services — has spread into every corner of life.27 Capitalism is considered to be the ruling political economy: on which typically, but not necessarily, a democratic political system arises. The term ‘bourgeois society’, originally translated from Marx’s early writing, could also be translated into ‘civil society’. However, Engels himself was quick to comment on the difficulties of translating the German word ‘bürgerlich’ appropriately.28 For him, the term ‘civil society’ would inadequately reflect the specific nature of the capitalist society. Accordingly, I use the term ‘bourgeois society’ in this work.


Moreover, the adjective ‘bourgeois’ is frequently used in the context of Marxist conceptions to specify the character of, for example, academic ideologies advocating the maintenance and advancement of capitalist society and its adequate political and cultural patterns. Thus, whenever I refer to the ‘critique of bourgeois science’ as a means of political agitation deployed by Marxist organisations and intellectuals, I refer to their immanent criticism of those theories allegedly affirming the principles of the bourgeois society, i.e. capitalism and constitutional democracy. ‘Bourgeois’ is therefore not to be confused with ‘private individual’, often attributed in the context of civic education to distinguish between the private character of an individual and its public appearance as ‘citoyen’.


Further, the term ‘science’ is taken from Marxist literature and applied in this thesis, even though it is generally used in English to lay emphasis on natural and physical sciences as distinguished from the arts and humanities. There are two reasons for this: first, Marx himself claimed to have established the theoretical foundations for ‘scientific socialism’. Marxists therefore do not question the possibility of objective insights as a matter of principle in the academic fields of arts and humanities. Second, the German term ‘geisteswissenschaften’, the equivalent to ‘arts’ and ‘humanities’, is more comprehensive and does not deny the idea of ‘science’ in a broader sense: namely, to produce knowledge about a specific subject matter.





1 See Walter Euchner and Alfred Schmidt, eds, Kritik der politischen Ökonomie heute – 100 Jahre ‘Kapital’ / Referate und Diskussionen vom Frankfurter Colloquium 1967 (Frankfurt/Main: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1974).


2 See, among others, Andreas Kühn, Stalins Enkel, Maos Söhne: Die Lebenswelt der K-Gruppen in der Bundesrepublik der 70er Jahre (Frankfurt/Main: Campus, 2005); Gerd Koenen, Das rote Jahrzehnt (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer, 2007), 4th ed.; Michael Steffen, Geschichten vom Trüffelschwein: Politik und Organisation des Kommunistischen Bundes 1971 bis 1991 (Berlin: Assoziation A, 2002).


3 See Kühn, Stalins Enkel, Maos Söhne, p. 300.


4 Joachim Hirsch, Der Sicherheitsstaat – Das ‘Modell Deutschland’, seine Krise und die neuen sozialen Bewegungen (Frankfurt/Main: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1980), p. 132.


5 Ibid.


6 “The state will never discover the source of social evils in the ‘state and the organization of society’ […]. Wherever there are political parties each party will attribute every defect of society to the fact that its rival is at the helm of the state instead of itself. Even the radical and revolutionary politicians look for the causes of evil not in the nature of the state but in a specific form of the state which they would like to replace with another form of the state.” Marx, ‘Critical Notes on the Article: ‘The King of Prussia and Social Reform. By a Prussian’’, in MECW Vol. 3, p. 198.

OEBPS/Images/4_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
istorical Development of West
Germany's New Left after 1968





