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At the International Café,


two fools are laughing


telling jokes.


They say if you want to lie,


you want to make someone laugh


just try the word ‘democracy’.


At the International Café,


after they’ve finished drinking


the fools chatted some more.


They said the moment will arrive,


when the whole earth


will be embraced by a white dove.


And a young man 


sat alone on the side,


listening to the two fools talking,


saying that, if everyone on earth


was as crazy as these two,


we’d have a day of peace sometime.


Kostas Hatzis, ‘Sto Diethnes To Magazi’, 1974
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Introduction


But the scene is now changed, and gradually the two ranks mingle; the divisions which once severed mankind are lowered, property is divided, power is held in common, the light of intelligence spreads, and the capacities of all classes are equally cultivated; the State becomes democratic, and the empire of democracy is slowly and peaceably introduced into the institutions and the manners of the nation.


Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 1831


WHAT IS THE story of democracy in our time? Not long ago the Western formula of democracy and free markets seemed unassailable. When the Cold War ended in 1989, the new ‘great game’ played by diplomats, politicians and intellectuals alike became to promote and report on the further spread of democracy about the globe.1 The tendency was to assume that democracy was working well still at home. The war on terror and the financial crisis have more recently framed those assumptions in a less comfortable light. By the time of the uprisings that swept across the Arab world in 2011, the dimming status of the liberal democratic formula was clear. Whatever was being demanded on the streets of Cairo it was not Western-style liberal democracy. Nor was a liberal democratic form of government any longer something that could be ‘built’ on behalf of these nations, as the United States had attempted during the previous decade in Iraq. In the aftermath of 2011, as Syria imploded and Islamic State dug in its bloodied claws, the former call to democratic arms of the pundits in Washington was replaced by a faint piccolo whistling about ‘democracy in retreat’. From the point of view of the West it was not long before the high drama of the Arab Spring was drowned out by a pervasive and growing cacophony of discontent at home.


The former narrative of democracy’s historical spread has now been firmly replaced by one of its crisis and decline. ‘Never has there been such a thin line between a positive outlook for democracy and the chance that it might go off the rails,’ wrote the French historian Pierre Rosanvallon in 2008. ‘What’s gone wrong with democracy?’ asked London’s The Economist a few years later in 2014.2 Neither were looking across the Mediterranean to Tunisia or Algeria, but home to the disaffected banlieues of Paris, to the US Congress and the European Union. The concerns of over 4 million British voters, who in 2016 signed a petition demanding repeal of the country’s recent referendum on ‘Brexit’, or of those dumbfounded by the election of Donald J. Trump to the White House later that same year, revealed that sense of anxiety to be spreading. ‘Democracy has survived the twentieth century by the skin of its teeth,’ observed Arthur Schlesinger Jr presciently at the end of the millennium. ‘It will not enjoy a free ride through the century to come.’3 


In recent years Western democracy has indeed come under threat; the basic right of citizens to habeas corpus has been pared back after centuries of struggle to flesh it out. Distrust in politics has grown. Foreign governments have been shown to have interfered in national elections. Civil liberties, including the right to privacy in the home, have been openly infringed. The growing power of political lobbies has given moneyed interests undue influence over policymaking, and has endowed a new class of politician with the ability not only to fundamentally misunderstand their constituents but to be rewarded for this. Socioeconomic inequality, which for much of the post-war era had been warded off by the welfare state, has returned. 


In response to such developments, the streets of Western capitals have been marched upon by people in larger numbers than at any time since the high point of the civil rights movement half a century ago. Whether it is Occupy protesters or the gilets jaunes, white supremacists or national populists, a more assertive popular voice is emerging beneath the battered wing of liberal democracy and its representative institutions. Some of these movements are utopian; others demand greater rights, if only for themselves. But everywhere the clamour of popular disapproval is growing and is making its presence felt in the cordoned halls of liberal democratic debate. Democracy itself is changing before our eyes. But what is it that has changed exactly? That is the question I set out to answer in this book.


Stripped of its national particulars, modern democracy, as the influential Austrian jurist Hans Kelsen once argued, is ‘the restriction of freedom by a law under which all subjects are equal’.4 That is, on the face of it, a wonderfully simple formula. And yet the way different societies have over time sought to reconcile these two values – of freedom and equality – has fallen short more often than it has succeeded. Franchises were neither full nor fair for most of the nineteenth century. And many of the parliaments and constitutions thrown up in the wake of imperialism’s retreat did not survive long before they too needed rebuilding in the aftermath of two catastrophic world wars. 


To recognise that democracy may be different things at different times is to recognise that it is both more recent and more fragile than we tend to imagine. Our own liberal democracy has almost nothing in common with the classical democracy of Athens. Scratch beneath the surface, and it soon reveals itself to have little in common either with that form of democracy inaugurated by the French and American revolutions, which placed ‘representative’ institutions at the heart of the nation state and its newly constituted ‘peoples’. But if democracy changes over time it also changes from place to place. Writing in the middle of the nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville famously compared democracy in France with what he had recently seen of it in America. He believed that America had come some considerable way further than France in achieving the right balance between governments that ruled from above and people as they voiced their demands from below. What was distinct about democracy in America, Tocqueville suggested, was the achievement of ‘the general equality of conditions’. Looking to America as the crucible of democracy’s future, Tocqueville saw that the ‘empire of democracy’ was irresistible – even in aristocratic societies such as his own. 


And yet republican America was no more the end of history in the mid nineteenth century than Western democracy was after the Cold War. Liberal democracy as we understand it today in fact only properly took root across the Western world in the early years of the new century. It grew from the same bloodied soil of war, revolution and economic crisis as its principal competitor ideologies of fascism on the right and communism on the left. The term itself had relatively little traction in America until President Woodrow Wilson roused the nation to war in its name: to ‘make the world safe for democracy’ (he meant safe for America) in 1917. And it took the experience of yet more illiberal regimes and failed democracies – by 1941, there were just eleven democracies left amidst the carnage of the Second World War – before the commitment to combining liberal values and the institutions of democratic equality was reaffirmed amid the ‘general political fatigue’ of the post-war moment.5 


A more consistent set of liberal democratic political institutions locked into place across the Western countries after 1945, binding them more closely together as it did so. These same countries exceeded even their prewar trajectory of industrialisation and they now bureaucratised as well. The resulting era of prosperity – ‘the Golden Age’, les trente glorieuses, the wirtschaftswunder, the miracolo economico: most countries had a term for it – was always more golden for some than it was for others. It also unfolded in the shadow of the struggle between capitalism and the communist world: indeed, it was significantly shaped by that struggle. But it nonetheless provided an unprecedented degree of political stability and economic progress that left its mark in ‘the institutions and the manners’, as Tocqueville put it, of the Western nations. The gap between rich and poor narrowed and for many there was a sense that the Western world’s political compass was pointing in the right direction. People felt they knew where they stood and that they had a good chance of getting to where they wanted to be.


This is not at all what many now think of when they think about democracy today. For all its achievements, the modern democratic state has been hollowed out. The markets upon which the delivery of political outcomes has come to rely are volatile and encourage short-term thinking. Today’s citizens are garlanded with an expanded panoply of political rights, yet they routinely lack the social protections once taken for granted by their elders. The people grow resentful of the political elite’s detachment, while the public domain through which democratic voice is exercised has been parcelled out to the highest bidder. A thinly scraped notion of liberty has gained the upper hand over equality. Something has changed, in short, and in the turmoil of the present it may well be changing again.


It is imperative we now try to understand the full chain of events through which our modern democracy has unfolded. It is of course a difficult thing to capture something like democracy in the process of transforming itself, and that much harder when we cannot meter history by the rhythm of the drums of war alone. The changes I seek to address in this book are not best measured by the number of bodies on the ground. They provide us, rather, with a different kind of drama: one forged through institutional reconfigurations, political epiphanies and societal changes of heart. One is dealing primarily with the cold, deep seepage of ideas as they form about, and take a hold of, the present. Such changes, too, have the potential to split history apart: and, as it happens, they do leave their share of victims on the ground. 


The earlier part of the twentieth century was defined by liberal democracy’s struggle against its rival ideologies of fascism on the right and communism on the left: to the point of hot and cold wars alike. Tocqueville’s ‘empire’ of democracy, by which he meant its indisputable influence as an ideal, largely won those battles in the way that Western society was reassembled after the Second World War.6 The defining issue of our own era has therefore been something else entirely: more a full-throated struggle over democracy itself, a struggle to reconcile democratic equality with liberal freedom in an age of capitalist globalisation. To tell this story properly we must discard the conventional narrative frame of the twentieth century: for its threads weave most meaningfully together not in 1945, nor even in 1989, but in the early 1970s, the very point at which fascism and communism, as state forms, also finally began to yield their grip.7 It is there that the changes giving shape to the political order we have all been living through first set in. 


In the half-decade between 1968 and 1974 an entire era – the post-war era – came to an end and something else began: our present age. There was no single year of upheaval, though 1971, for reasons that will become clear, cusps this change. There was no singular break, either, between some uniformly experienced before and after. But amid a perfect storm of crises that befell both East and West alike, the very structure of democracy that had sustained the Western nations through the first half of the twentieth century appeared suddenly to have run its course. That wider constellation of crises included the most dramatic transformation of the world economy since the Great Depression, and a fracturing of territorial sovereignty which, for the best part of two centuries, had underpinned national and international politics alike. It included the upheaval of rapidly modernising societies at home, whose citizens suddenly demanded of their governments what their governments could not provide. The response to these crises in the East, we know well, was more repression at home and more credit from abroad to shore up their failing regimes: a path that ultimately led to the collapse of the entire communist system. But what of the response in the West? As historians are beginning to document, something more radical happened: the West underwent ‘regime change’.8 


From around 1971, on the back of the social upheavals of the late 1960s, with the Nixon administration in America at its most reckless and radical groups rising across Europe; with people marching on the streets and a crisis in the international economy, the post-war consensus unravelled and the institutional arrangements of the liberal democratic order began to be reconfigured. As Part I of this book seeks to show, this played out in various ways. New class arrangements took shape as national elites transnationalised and the working class disaggregated. The international politics of the Cold War changed too, in the aftermath of Vietnam and détente, as the transatlantic alliance was rebuilt around the forces of globalisation. States sought new structures of legitimacy, executive authority was augmented and individualism was encouraged as a counterweight to the decline in more social forms of citizenship. Democracy began to pivot on its axis. Freedom came to be prioritised over equality and politicians felt their way towards a system of market-oriented governance that was ever-more removed from the whims of the electorate – an undoubted advantage to governments struggling to hold on to power, but one which came at the later price of denying those same states the benefits of more active public support. 


This new era of liberal governance saw a fourth pillar of political authority join the old tripartite structure of democratic rule as the institutions of the market took up their place alongside parliaments, the executive branch, and the judiciary. As the post-war institutions of democracy were challenged, new ones were found to replace them, and new – often more conservative – norms came to transform the way that they worked. Actually existing democracy was overhauled; and long before the decade was out the reinvention of the West was underway. Critically, the fall of communism between 1989 and 1991 represented a denouement to this process, rather than the beginning it is usually taken for; the now liberated countries of the East being swept up into the ongoing history of liberal reinvention in the West. Fatefully, it also provided Western political liberalism with an opportunity not only to overlook the difficulties already apparent in the new liberal democratic consensus, but in many ways to intensify their effect.


Part II of the book traces these developments until the end of the millennium, as the Western democracies sought to reboot something of the economic prosperity they had become accustomed to in the earlier post-war era. These were the years of the Clinton boom and the gradual recovery of economic dynamism in Europe. They were the heyday of economic globalisation and the weightless consumerism it afforded the Western middle classes in particular. The implications of this proved significant in the forging of at least three basic elements of the post-Cold War order: first, regarding the manner in which the world economy was ‘constructed’ (primarily around international finance), the variant of financialised globalisation it led to, and the leverage that this afforded markets over states; secondly, regarding the timing and significance of the Cold War’s end, the lessons of which pushed the decade’s critical actors, social democrats, into a generational turn towards these newly liberalised markets as a less costly tool of distributional fairness; and thirdly, in terms of the very real social tensions that reappeared across the Western democracies during the immediate post-Cold War years.


With the world seeming to pick up speed all around, much of this went unnoticed – or at least it was not acted upon – at the time. For this was when the two Germanies were learning how to live as one nation again, and when the European Union was born at Maastricht. It was when the twentieth century seemed to deliver on so many of its technological promises – home computing and the Internet, GM food and cable television – and when it was possible to look to the world at large and, for the first time in many people’s memory, not need to interpret events in terms of the struggle between communism and capitalism. It was the self-proclaimed era of being ‘post-’ everything. And yet there was much that persisted too. Yugoslavia broke apart amid the violence in Bosnia; Eastern Europe struggled under the burden of its rapid conversion to a capitalist economy. International law took great strides forward but was written mostly by – and for – the powerful. Meanwhile, an oversized and under-regulated financial market thrived beyond the oversight of national states, as did the black market and the oligarchs who profited from this.


In Part III, the book follows the story of the twin shocks that did more than anything else to define the political tenor of the new millennium. In the process they began to undermine the post-70s model of political order in the West, along with the democratic peace its citizens had come to believe was now their rightful inheritance. Both appeared in the form of a deus ex machina at first; but each was in truth exacerbated by the developments of previous decades. The first blow was struck by the events of 9/11 and, more significantly still, by the way that the United States in particular responded to this. Long-cherished civil liberties were struck down and multiculturalism began to fray. Public spaces were boarded up. The backlash of the ‘war on terror’ profoundly shaped political developments in Europe too, though some countries held out better than others. Above all, these years began to pose the question of a failing international order, as it was conceived at the end of the Cold War. Accustomed to projecting itself outwards, the West was now subject to forces determined to break back in.


The massive costs of running the war on terror, in conjunction with the seemingly inexorable turn to a non-state-based credit rather than a savings-based economy, were among the factors that led to the second major challenge of the new millennium: the financial crisis, and its long corrosive aftermath of the Great Recession. Society was now riven by a biting austerity on the one hand and an anti-immigrant backlash on the other. Governments used up what remaining reserves of popular trust they had in fighting the fires of a seemingly unquenchable crisis. Fatefully, this was also the moment when Europe was confronted by the largest refugee influx since the Second World War (many of them fleeing the havoc unleashed by the global war on terror). The social tensions sparked by some of these developments began to raise the spectre of more desperate solutions drawn from the past. 


Alarmed by such developments, one ninety-year-old survivor of the Warsaw ghetto took a plea of remembrance to the international press. Fear and lies are terrible things, he warned: ‘do not ever imagine that your world cannot collapse, as ours did’.9 Was anyone listening? In Europe, the solidarity that had underpinned the European Union’s expansion for half a century entered its gravest crisis yet. In the US, the political atmosphere grew more, not less, tense under the nation’s first black president. With public trust in the workings of Congress at its lowest ebb, and popular discontents soaring amid an anti-liberal surge, the conditions favoured an outsider in the presidential elections of 2016. What that outsider might then do only time, and power, would tell. 


When a great many changes are upon us it is easy to lose one’s bearings. Dramatic events prove hard to grasp during the onslaught and unthinkingly we may accede to things for which the history books will later rightly ask of us: why? My aim in treating the history of democracy in this book as something that is constantly made and re-made, is in part to provide clarity over how our values and our institutions interact. It is not to deny the considerable divergence that exists between national histories – readers should in fact come away with a far better sense of how different societies have variously responded to the overarching challenges of the time. Nor is it to reify the notion of ‘the West’, which like other catch-all geographical descriptors (‘Europe’ or ‘the American century’, say) is a partial and a vested claim before it is a settled fact. That the West is the relevant locus for this particular history of democracy is less because of its presumed certainties than it is for the manner of its constant reinvention.10


But by suggesting that a discrete era in the history of democracy opens in the economic and political upheavals of the 1970s, and that it ends in the current succession of crises across the West, I do want to suggest that there are common threads binding the Western experience together during these years, and that the relationship between liberalism, capitalism and democracy stands at the forefront of how we are to understand this historically. These are the pillars that sustain our modern age. They were each differently aligned around the beginning of the last third of the twentieth century, and they are each shifting in relation to one another again today. Of course, all periodisations are historical constructions: wittingly or not they reproduce the politics and the perspective of those who define them. 


My aim in opening this history in the early 1970s, therefore, is twofold. Most simply I seek to write against the grain of an historiography of democratic progressivism: above all the idea that democracy is an accumulation of improvements locked in after the war, that it is always heading forward in just the right way. But I also seek to open up space: for this is not a story we can tell from within the confines of any one nation alone, nor, in modern times, can we limit our narrative to just the scale of the nation state itself. What emerges is thus a resolutely transnational history as well. And what it attempts to capture, by breaking out of the national frame, is both the wider structure of the forces pressing in upon democracy today, and the uneven and combined effects of the various efforts to address this. The real significance of the early 1970s as a turning point emerges against this fuller backdrop. 


In what follows I have not set out to offer a comprehensive history of the past few decades in the West, if such a thing is even possible. My account here necessarily focuses on some countries and certain developments more than others, and some of the elements may strike the reader as surprising (although anything else would be to assume we know this past simply because we lived through it). But to offer no explanatory ‘vision’ at all is to consign the recent past to a succession of ‘isms’ with little sense of intellectual priority, and that is perhaps as much a part of our present dilemma as anything else. I began writing this book in 2011, when it became clear to me that there was a real need for, and the time also seemed right to attempt, a narrative overview of the past few decades. For all that I am wary of the pitfalls, nothing that has happened since then has led me to change my mind. I am if anything more strongly of the belief that until we undertake this task we will not properly be able to address the welter of challenges that confront us once again today.


Those challenges ought not to be taken lightly. Fewer Western citizens vote now than they did in the past, yet more believe the present generation of politicians is failing miserably at their task. We bemoan a lack of public trust and declining sense of community, and we demand our rights be respected. Yet few of us have the time to fulfil our obligations to others. The fault line between left and right has for some time been breaking up in favour of new divides: between the old (with their expensive pension plans) and the young (who are paying disproportionately more for them); between populists and the ‘elite’; migrants and their host countries, rich and poor. Class remains, but its geography, as with that of so much else, is changing. For most of us, it is no longer seen as a contradiction in terms to talk of public services being privately provided. Europeans take it for granted that their courts of law and national banks are not their nations’ respective institutions of last resort. For Americans it has become normal to pay both less in taxes and substantially more on insurance premiums. And yet so ceaselessly do we experience these changes that it proves hard to mark off quite when ‘then’ was different to ‘now’. 


My hope is that the narrative that follows will go some way to explaining what is new and what is old in the challenges before us. The last time Western society was as unequal as now was during the interwar years, when the idea of parliamentarianism was jettisoned in Europe in favour of governments prepared to ‘do’ something about the seemingly endless succession of crises that erupted during that period. Today, as they look to Greece, commentators are inclined to speak not of the ‘birthplace of democracy’ but of the ‘crisis of democracy’. What is more they fear, and not without reason, that the Greek crisis is in some sense also their own. 


When nationalists marched in Hungary in 2015, and Viktor Orbán, the Hungarian prime minister, spoke that summer of the threat posed by illegal immigrants, his speech itself goose-stepped along, in the words of one social media wag, to the theme of ‘fear, hate, fear, hate, fear, fear, fear’. Orbán’s speech was an authoritarian populist’s to make: the government was ‘to adopt stricter regulations … allowing us to detain people who have illegally crossed Hungarian borders, and to deport them within the shortest possible time’, he said, as he pointed to a sham consultation that confirmed this as the ‘people’s will’. But it was democratic Europe’s own handling of an unfolding refugee crisis, which had in those weeks packed full the grand train station in Budapest with a mass of bodies and their carted possessions: and this provided him with the tools.11 These are lessons that America under Donald Trump is now learning the hard way as well. 


Yet there are also signs of democratic renewal. Political parties are having more earnest discussions about their structure and purpose than in a generation. MeToo and BlackLivesMatter are just two of many movements putting injustice back at the heart of public debate. Citizens are stirring. Quite what form of democracy will emerge through the upheavals of our own time, what new answers will be found to the old and inescapable question – ‘how are we best to govern ourselves?’ – remains to be seen. What is certain is that we are much more likely to be satisfied rather than terrified by the answers we give to that question when we properly understand the nature of the era we have been living through. If we are willing to revisit the recent past in this more critical light, then Tocqueville’s penetrating description of the progress of democracy remains as pertinent today as ever before. It explains why the ‘empire of democracy’ is still being built and why it can still go very different ways, some of which may be more appealing to us than others. 


This book – a history of the political life of the Western democracies – is the first full account of the way it has been going for most of the past half-century. It places the actions of politicians squarely alongside the background thrum of ideas and the struggle over values and institutions their actions gave rise to. But equally it foregrounds the international character of the forces they were responding to. Perhaps we will one day come to think of this era – our own – as one in which the wisdom of Prometheus was traded for the rewards of a Leviathan unbound. We must in any case come to some sort of reckoning with just how it was that the basic virtues we impute to democracy could change so dramatically, and could do so in the absence of war or revolution. The struggle between equality and liberty, and the form of democracy that struggle has bequeathed us, defines the latter part of the past century and the millennium as we have experienced it to date. This book is the story of how the last great struggle of the twentieth century and the first great struggle of the twenty-first unfolded. It is a struggle that gives shape to the entire era we have just been living through. 






Prologue: Two Helicopters


‘I THINK OF what happened to Greece and Rome,’ said President Richard Nixon in the summer of 1971. ‘What is left,’ he mused: ‘– only the pillars.’1 Three years later, in 1974, West Germany’s Willy Brandt was every bit as despondent: ‘Western Europe has only twenty or thirty more years of democracy left in it,’ he declared, shortly before his own departure from power. ‘[A]fter that it will slide, engineless and rudderless, under the surrounding sea of dictatorship, and whether the dictator comes from a politburo or a junta will not make that much difference.’2 In Britain, that same summer, the former colonel and minister of disarmament Lord Chalfont took his concerns about a society in free-fall to the opinion pages of The Times. ‘Could Britain be heading for a military takeover?’ he speculated, as he contemplated ‘the massive power and often ruthless action of the great industrial trades unions’.3 


Such fears proved, of course, to be unfounded: in Europe, it was the authoritarian regimes of Portugal, Spain and Greece that were soon brought under democracy’s wing and the Soviet bloc that began its terminal decline. But we should not underestimate the extent to which, from the late 1960s and into the early 1970s, a genuine and deeply felt concern for the future of society pervaded the Western democracies. For the first time since the height of the Second World War, the fate of the West appeared in doubt. America was mired in Vietnam, the USSR had overtaken it in the missile race, and the NATO alliance was strained. New anxieties about the planet’s finite resources were gnawing away at the post-war model of economic growth and the non-aligned countries were snapping at Western heels.4


The greater problems, however, came from within. 


*


At around midday on 29 May 1968, the streets of Paris packed with students waving banners and millions of workers out on strike in support, the towering figure of post-war French politics President Charles de Gaulle boarded a helicopter at Issy in the western suburbs of Paris and vanished into the fog. When de Gaulle did not arrive at his family home of La Boisserie later that day, as the prime minister had been informed, rumours began circulating within the government that perhaps the ageing general was abdicating: ‘De Gaulle, au musée!’ some of the banners on the streets had been demanding (De Gaulle to the Museum!). ‘Adieu de Gaulle’. But de Gaulle was not abdicating. Much more dramatically, he had flown by helicopter to the French garrison at Baden-Baden to consult with the commander of French forces in Germany, General Jacques Massu, a loyal member of the French old guard. Quite why remains shrouded in mystery: was it, as de Gaulle himself later declared, a tactical ploy intended to ‘plunge the French people, including the government, into doubt and anxiety … in order to regain control of the situation’ in Paris?5 


Or was it that he planned to abandon the country and to stay in Germany, or even, as some have suggested, that he was secretly reaching out to the Soviets, the better to restrain the Confédération générale du travail (CGT) and the French Communist Party he believed to be orchestrating the protests at home? Certainly de Gaulle was worried that the fate of the Fifth Republic – his Republic – was at stake in the upheavals that were rocking the country. But de Gaulle’s actual Soviet policy sought openly to reconstruct the Cold War balance of power over Germany between his own nuclear France and the USSR, not to do deals in the dark between them. De Gaulle was as vocal as any foreign leader later that summer when, on Moscow’s orders, the tanks rolled into Czechoslovakia and the Prague Spring was brutally crushed.6


Most likely, de Gaulle was simply manoeuvring to buy himself a little time. Prior to his departure the government had failed to contain the greatest popular upheavals the country had seen since the war, and it was deeply split over how to respond. Prime Minister Georges Pompidou’s strategy had been to offer the workers real concessions, in the hope of prising their support away from the students. But this looked to have failed when the workers themselves rejected the terms that the government had agreed with the CGT, despite the offer of a 10 per cent rise in the basic wage. De Gaulle’s own preferred strategy of offering the people a referendum – while it spoke the right language of ‘participation’ – was largely ignored. 


Meanwhile a battle for the streets of Paris raged on outside. With students building barricades and police smashing them down, de Gaulle spent several tense days prior to his dramatic flight holed up in the Élysée, where his closest adviser, Jacques Foccart, feared for the general’s security (at one point he heard rumours that explosives were being stockpiled in the Sorbonne). Sensing things moving their way, the CGT called for a major protest on 29 May. With even an establishment politician like François Mitterrand now going on record to say he was ready to form a provisional government, de Gaulle had decided enough was enough. ‘There is no point attacking an empty palace,’ he declared that morning as he made his plans to depart.7


Whatever the truth of those few hours, de Gaulle’s secret flight from France was in many ways illustrative of what was, by now, the nub of a new and troubling problem that confronted the Western democracies: the yawning gap that had opened up between states, as they had been institutionalised after the war, and the people as they had become beneath its protective yet stifling wing. The staunchly paternalistic de Gaulle and the Paris of the sixties cultural explosion were, if anything, the very exemplification of this. Yet on his return to Paris from Baden-Baden the following day, on 30 May, it looked at first as though de Gaulle had circumvented the problem, if only through the sheer calculated drama of his actions. After first meeting with a colossally aggravated Pompidou, de Gaulle acceded to his Prime Minister’s insistence that he now dissolve parliament and call a snap election. Then, in the afternoon, he took to the radio to announce that he was postponing his own unpopular proposal of a referendum. 


‘In the last twenty-four hours I considered all eventualities without exception,’ de Gaulle told the French people. Against the protesters who had brought Paris to a standstill that May, he appealed to his own supporters to take to the streets, in a march that had been planned to show support for the old regime. De Gaulle used his airtime to blame the entire affair on the CGT, who had in truth struggled to control events on the streets as much as he. The Gaullist march that afternoon was larger than any of the protests to date: perhaps as many as half a million strong. And in the elections which followed, the Gaullist party was returned to power with a resounding majority, now as the Union pour la défense de la République (UDR) – the central plank of the modern French mainstream right – with a new prime minister, Couve de Murville, to lead it. 


Yet if de Gaulle won the battle of 1968, his forced resignation the following year confirmed that he had just as surely lost the wider war over the future of modern France. With de Gaulle having elected to see through his earlier proposal of a referendum on constitutional reform, the campaign quickly became, after the events of the previous year, a vote of confidence in the general himself. It left de Gaulle, who championed the losing side, with no choice but to resign once the results were in. The reforms, de Gaulle had claimed before the vote, would have completed his vision of creating a modern France – and perhaps in his own mind they would have done. But the people disagreed. They had other ideas as to what their country needed. And so, shortly after midnight on 28 April 1969 – in stark contrast to the high drama of the year before – it was announced that de Gaulle would be resigning the presidency of the republic, effective at midday. The general had in fact already packed his bags some days before.8 


‘General de Gaulle? He no longer exists,’ Georges Pompidou had commented at the height of the crisis of ’68.9 He was right in more ways than one. When de Gaulle died, in November of the following year, it was not just his vision for a modern France, or indeed for Europe, that was buried with him near the family home in Colombey; something of the tenor of the post-war era, its certainties as well as its constraints, was interred with him. The juddering reality of that was also something that Pompidou, who now replaced de Gaulle as president, was himself soon to experience at first hand. Under his leadership, France recovered from the standstill of the May events, only to succumb to the more deeply seated economic malaise that was by then afflicting the democracies at large. Le général de Gaulle est mort; la France est veuve, declared Pompidou when he heard of the old man’s death (General de Gaulle is dead; France is a widow). Again, Pompidou was right: but France was also now a widow looking forward to a whole new era in life. 


*


Across the Atlantic, and under very different circumstances, the political career of a dashing young forty-something, Pierre Trudeau, was at this moment just getting going. Where the previous spring had seen the ageing de Gaulle temporarily abandon the country, it had also seen 48-year-old Pierre Trudeau become the first Canadian prime minister actually to have been born in the twentieth century. The old were exiting the stage and the young pushing forward to take their place; or so it seemed. As befits the different generations they represented, not to mention their contrasting political styles, the two leaders could not have been more different. Where de Gaulle, the former soldier, was aloof and awkward even, Trudeau was the embodiment of style; a man who knew, as one biographer put it, that what the modern crowd wanted was ‘the expert jackknife into a pool, beautiful and brilliant young people, and stunning women in miniskirts surrounding him’.10 


As even the British Spectator remarked of Trudeau’s arrival in 1968, it looked as if he would ‘catapult the country into the brilliant sunshine of the late twentieth century from the stagnant swamp of traditionalism and mediocrity in which Canadian politics had been bogged down for years’. If that was stirring praise from the British establishment, it was a reminder too that Trudeau’s politics were both pragmatic and staunchly post-ideological. He was elected because of a certain aura and a definite style; neither the first nor the last politician to win power on the basis of promises of ‘change’, but one who perfectly embodied the character of the moment for it. Snappily dressed in sandals and open shirts, a straight-talker with a sparkling turn of phrase, Trudeau had made his name as a reformer when he rewrote Canada’s criminal code as justice minister (on the matter of sexual politics, ‘the state has no business in the bedrooms of the nation’, as he famously put it). Even more so than Kennedy, the media adored him.11 Like moths to a flame, he attracted intellectuals and celebrities throughout his time in office.


But in Canada too, it did not take long for the euphoria of 1968 to blow itself out. Within just a few months of taking office, Trudeau found that his ambitions for a modern, open style of politics, ideas forged as a freewheeling young intellectual, did not sit easily amid the sheer grasping unavoidability of the upheavals of the time.12 As the sixties turned into the seventies, his more pragmatic instincts took over and it was a hardened Trudeau that turned out to meet Canada’s first major crisis of the era, in October 1970, when members of the separatist group the Front de libération du Québec kidnapped the British trade commissioner, Richard Cross. In doing so they inaugurated what would come to be known as the October Crisis. ‘We have had enough of promises of work and prosperity,’ their manifesto declared, when it was read out on national radio, ‘when in fact we will always be the diligent servants and bootlickers of the big shots … we will be slaves until Quebecers, all of us, have used every means, including dynamite and guns, to drive out these big bosses of the economy and of politics …’13 


Five days later and angered by the lack of official response thus far, FLQ members went further and took another hostage: this time a sitting cabinet minister named Pierre Laporte. Trudeau now had no choice but to intervene. But how far was he prepared to go, an interviewer for CBC asked him? ‘Just watch me!’ Trudeau famously shot back from the top of Parliament Hill. First, he invoked the War Measures Act for the first time in a generation. Then he rounded up several hundred individuals with the remotest of links to the revolutionary group. Lester Pearson, the former prime minister, had been right: Trudeau had ‘ice water’ in his veins after all.14 But so too did the FLQ, and the strangled body of Pierre Laporte was the price paid for the two sides’ intransigence. In Canada as much as in France, the vivid lights of the late 1960s were receding as a more sombre political mood settled across the West.


South of the border, in the United States, the optimism of the earlier age had ended, if anything, a year or two earlier. Trudeau’s election had been front-page news, when it was reported alongside coverage of the riots that erupted after Martin Luther King’s assassination. While Canadians were basking in ‘Trudeaumania’, in the afterglow of the late-sixties’ euphoria, the election of Richard Nixon at the end of 1968 marked the ascendancy, by contrast, of ‘Nixonland’: a relief to the establishment, which was roundly shaken by the events of that year, but an awakening, as if to a desperate and ringing hangover, for those who had spent much of it parading on the streets.15 Over the next few years the teach-ins and occupations of ’68 gave way to edgier protests against the Vietnam War, civil rights gave way to black power, and the hopes that a nation might be healed by the reform programmes of the Great Society turned to a racially tinged despair that American society would always be greater for some of its citizens than for others. 


Over the next few years the national distemper descended only further. By the time Nixon’s first term in office was drawing to a close, the public mood was fast approaching a point of crisis. In the spring of 1971, the streets of Washington were engulfed by more than half a million people, marching in protest at the Vietnam War. The event was the culmination of two weeks of rolling protests: an ironically named ‘May Day’ action that anti-war activists hoped might temporarily ‘shut down’ the government. Things had gone smoothly until, as the marchers dispersed, dissident groups made to assault government buildings where they confronted National Guard units called in to defend them. Amid the pandemonium that ensued, anyone seen to be loitering was liable to be arrested, leading many to keep wildly ‘running through the streets’, as one participant recalled. Upwards of ten thousand were taken into custody: so many that they needed to be interned at the nearby Redskins practice field.16 


It was no small reminder of the extent to which the people and the people’s authorities were at odds with one another at this, the very height of the Cold War, that the director of the CIA, Richard Helms (a man later immortalised as ‘the gentlemanly planner of assassinations’), observed all this and fumed.17 Helms had headed up the nation’s intelligence agency since 1962 but his office had become inundated with casework concerning not foreign military plots but a growing civil dissent at home (although the ‘European youth movement’ was also adding to his workload). Just days before the Washington protests the US Supreme Court had voted to continue the controversial programme of bussing black students to mixed race public schools in order to overcome segregation in schools. 


As was almost inevitable in these years, it sparked its own counter-reaction – in this case of white, middle-class resentment at the intrusion of the state into what many considered a matter of personal choice – and precipitated in turn yet another round of protests. Just two months before that, the Weather Underground, a radical offshoot of the Students for a Democratic Society whose anti-war platform was the most public strand of a wider underground revolutionism, had exploded a bomb in the Capitol building causing substantial physical damage. No fatalities were recorded, except perhaps – as the Washington Post speculated – the cherished sixties ideal of non-violent protest itself.18 But then there were new ways of protesting as well. 


One week later – at the precise moment Joe Frazier squared up to Muhammad Ali in the ‘Fight of the Century’ at Madison Square Garden – a group of eight civilians, the self-appointed Citizens’ Commission to Investigate the FBI, broke into the Bureau’s Pennsylvania headquarters and made off with more than a thousand documents: the security guards’ attention remained glued to their radio sets throughout. The activists, in a reminder that the politics of WikiLeaks has deeper roots than we tend to recall, immediately mailed their trove to various newspapers for publication. With its revelations of FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover’s long-running COINTELPRO programme, which aimed to spy on and disrupt domestic political organisations, it was a shocking exposé of the extent to which the American state had for some time now distrusted some of its own citizens. 


The more novel and the more explosive problem, however, was the extent to which citizens any longer trusted the state. This was brought home in September, when prisoners at the Attica Correctional Facility in upstate New York took over the entire prison. The uprising had begun almost by chance, when a panicked scuffle in a corridor led a few prisoners, without having planned what they were doing, to seize a section of the prison. After years of routinely inhumane treatment – prisoners were granted only one sheet of toilet paper and were served just 63 cents worth of food each per day – they took some of their former captors hostage in the process.19 Security breached, the revolt soon spread, as dozens and then hundreds of prisoners, some grabbing baseball bats and others donning makeshift kaffiyehs, took over the central hub of the prison complex and one of the exercise yards. 


Given the scale of the uprising and the shockwaves it sent through the establishment, given perhaps above all the TV crews who pitched their cameras at the prison gates to broadcast the drama to households across America, the odds of the stand-off being peacefully resolved, ‘of either side listening’, were indeed ‘slim’, as Lewis Smith, a civil rights lawyer sent in as a neutral observer, remarked upon his arrival. When a prison guard who had been beaten to a bloody pulp in the initial outbreak subsequently died of his injuries the odds lengthened further still. On 13 September, Governor Nelson Rockefeller, whom the prisoners had hoped to negotiate with, turned the riot into a massacre when he sent in heavily armed state troopers with orders to ‘retake’ the prison.20 


In the hours that followed, and with cameras cordoned off at a safe distance outside, state troopers and reservists surged into the yard, some carrying their own personal sidearm with bullets designed to inflict maximum injury upon impact. Once inside they went on a killing spree. Prisoners were made to strip naked and crawl across the wet yard now strewn with bodies and glass. Thirty-nine people, including ten hostages, were killed as a result of state trooper gunfire (the killing of the hostages was initially and cynically blamed on the hostages themselves). The prison was soon retaken but the violence and recriminations continued behind the carefully resealed prison walls for weeks. It was ‘the bloodiest one-day encounter between Americans since the civil war’, reported the McKay Commission, charged with looking into the events the following year. 


But the prisoners’ complaints, as with their earlier demands for fairer living standards, were buried out of sight. The official story – the one that Governor Nelson Rockefeller, his eye on a presidential run, was at pains to ensure the media reported – was that justice had been done and law and order restored. Attica was duly reported as a case closed: a violent bookend to the era of civil rights before it. But despite the media blackout of the riot’s bloody denouement, the sense of anger and frustration that sparked it off had long since seeped outside the prison walls and into the rest of society.21 As it did so, it shone a glancing light not just onto American society but onto the simmering discontent afflicting Western liberal democracy at large. 


*


Not only in America but in Europe too the mass protests and marches that had begun in the civil rights activism of the previous decade continued in the early 1970s, but they were joined now, if their voices were not at times drowned out, by a growing cacophony of working- and middle-class protest focused on the rising cost of living. In Australia, the US embassy reported ‘a pervasive sense of gloom’, as the country headed towards recession; in Denmark in 1973, concerns over rising prices saw more than a third of the national vote go to parties outside the political mainstream.22 The Danes were concerned about rising inflation in neighbouring Germany; the Germans for their part were worried about a possible communist takeover in Italy. That same year, in Britain, 1.6 million people took to the streets to protest at an escalating inflationary crisis that was dragging the country to its knees. As the country turned the corner of that year and came out haltingly into the half-light (it shone no brighter) of 1974 the British government was still sufficiently panicked to introduce a three-day working week to placate the trade unions. When that failed to calm things, the Heath government was forced to call an election.


Writing from London in March of that year, the New York Times’ star political reporter James ‘Scotty’ Reston – who had, by virtue of his profession, been witness to much of this change – sat down at his desk to write about what he now believed was a ‘crisis of democracy’ gripping the Western world. Reston didn’t buy the idea that the lacklustre turnout at the first of two national elections in Britain that year was simply a consequence of the ‘cost of living’ crisis.23 For Reston it was the product of a wider social and political distemper. Governments were elected on boldly worded platforms. But their policies invariably collapsed within a few months, leaving them for the remainder of their time in office scrambling to find workable solutions to increasingly intractable problems. The Tories decried Europe, only then to lead Britain into it; Labour sought to restore full employment, only to embrace the market. As Reston saw it, the British public was heaping its opprobrium not on one or other of the major political parties but on Britain’s system of government itself.


Prior to the election, the Conservative leader Edward (Ted) Heath had famously asked the voters ‘Who governs Britain?’ It was a ‘silly question’, Reston mused, and in awarding none of the parties a workable majority the public had responded with a silly answer: ‘nobody’. By the time the election was rerun, later in the year, neither voters nor politicians seemed to have the stamina for it any more (the Liberals went to the polls with the distinctly uninspiring slogan: ‘One more heave!’).24 So far as Scotty Reston was concerned, however, this quintessentially British saga painted not merely a dismal picture of democracy in Britain, it was a picture common to other countries too: Canada, West Germany, Israel and Italy all sprang to his mind as suffering from a similar democratic malaise. ‘The world is now being run by Communist governments that rule by fear and force and by non-Communist governments that do not have the confidence of the majority of their people,’ Reston concluded.25 


This was a criticism he directed most strongly at the leader of the free world itself. Writing the year before, with the war in Vietnam at the forefront of his mind, Reston had bemoaned what he called ‘a sharp decline in respect for authority in the United States … a decline in respect not only for the civil authority of government but also for the moral authority of the schools, the universities, the press, the church and even the family’. Reston was writing these words the day after Lyndon Johnson’s funeral, and he took the opportunity to vent at the state of American government, then nearing the end of the most controversial presidency in half a century. It may have been a political miracle that ‘Richard Nixon, with all his troubles and a Democratic party in control of Congress, somehow keeps going without any visible means of political support,’ he said. But that didn’t change the underlying problem: ‘The political “decline of the West” is no longer a subject for theoretical debate, but an ominous reality,’ he concluded.26


Reston was half-right about this: for it was a transformation not a decline of the West that was underway, and Nixon’s exit was a telling case in point. In his efforts to secure re-election in 1972 Nixon had first ordered and then orchestrated a cover-up of a break-in at the Democratic National Committee headquarters in the Watergate complex of Washington, DC. While the public were more concerned about inflation and the hundreds of Americans dying every week in Vietnam, the president had managed to keep a lid on the scandal that was slowly developing. But the Senate committee established to investigate the attempted cover-up of the burglary was closing in on the president. In October 1973, in a last-ditch effort to avoid special prosecutor Archibald Cox coming into possession of a set of White House tapes (which would surely reveal his guilt) Nixon fired Cox, sparking off a meltdown within his administration. 


‘You will be returning to an environment of major national crisis,’ Nixon’s chief of staff, Alexander Haig, warned Nixon’s Secretary of State Henry Kissinger who was overseas.27 That was somewhat underestimating the extent to which the public had by now turned against the president. Nixon’s documentable crime was to have hindered the judicial investigation into links between his re-election committee and the documents stolen from Watergate. His greater crime was to have broken the bonds of political integrity. As state representative and civil rights activist Julian Bond lamented in public: ‘The prisons of Georgia are full of people who stole $5 or $10, and [yet] this man tried to steal the Constitution of the United States.’28 With the net drawing in, and amid a near unprecedented wave of public disillusionment and anger at the state of the political class, Nixon was forced to resign.


On the day of his resignation, the formalities over and his last address given to the staff inside, the president ambled across the South Lawn of the White House, past the magnolia tree planted by Andrew Jackson, and towards the waiting presidential helicopter, Marine One. Nixon looked strangely relieved, if worn out: like the battery in his watch, which he later recalled had run out just that morning.29 As he climbed up into the helicopter after Mrs Nixon, he turned suddenly and, unsure of what to do, for one last time raised his hands in a rendition of his now infamous ‘V for victory’ sign. Then the helicopter took off into skies that brightened just briefly. Rome had not fallen, but it had been forced to rethink its ways; the rethinking in fact had just begun. For while Watergate was over, and the president was gone, the wider political crisis was still in full flow. 


*


By 1974 America was facing problems ranging from public concerns over its (actually modest) energy dependency on external producers, to international currency instability and ever-more vocal transnational protest movements. These were not all Nixon’s doing, far from it. But the manner of Nixon’s departure had somehow tied them all together. Where was the nation to go from here? Most immediately, Nixon was replaced by his vice president, Gerald Ford: a man who for being twice unelected, first after acceding to the vice-presidency when Spiro Agnew resigned and now to the presidency itself, hardly inspired a great deal of confidence. And as with Pompidou in France, Ford would confront such a deluge of changes during his five years in office that his entire presidency ended up submerged beneath the transformations. The Western democracies had converged around a similar set of achievements since the Second World War; now it was becoming apparent that they also shared a similar set of vulnerabilities. James Reston was not alone in noticing these.30 


In the half decade from Charles de Gaulle’s temporary departure by helicopter in 1968 to Richard Nixon’s rather more permanent adieu aboard Marine One in 1974, a change in direction was imparted to the Western democracies: not overtly, but fundamentally. Simply stated it was the felt drama of these years that provided the necessary momentum for one model of political order in the West to be rejected in the course of the 1970s and a new one called up to replace it. We cannot, however, make sense of how – and with what consequences for our own times – governments at the time responded to this cascade of crises until we first grasp the extent to which the upheavals of the early 1970s so dramatically ruptured the post-war political framework. 






PART I


Democracy Unbound (1971–)






1


The Unravelling


THE HISTORY OF the post-war era is usually narrated as a story of economic growth; but equally it is a story of the struggle to build a more robust democratic order on the ashes of the furnace of war. In fact it is the story of a number of quite different ways of doing this. For Alva and Gunnar Myrdal, as they began to think about this task in Sweden, in 1941, surrounded by the occupied countries, there was hope to be found in looking across the Atlantic to America. Their bestselling book, Kontakt med Amerika (Contact with America) struck a chord with their fellow Swedes and soon became a hit among the resistance in neighbouring Norway; it would go on to influence reformers elsewhere across the continent as well. The Myrdals then moved to America, taking with them the lessons of Scandinavia in turn.1 Democracy did not simply return to the Western nations in 1945, in other words, along with the homeward bound troops. As these two influential Swedes had already recognised, it needed in many respects to be imagined anew. 


In Europe, the task of rebuilding democracy was undertaken predominantly by the Christian and social democrats. In Italy, West Germany, Austria and the Benelux countries it was the ‘popular’ and ‘people’s’ Christian democratic parties that led the way. Leaders like Italy’s Alcide de Gasperi, a former resistance fighter and Vatican librarian, and West Germany’s first chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, were distinctly ambivalent about the power of the national state and were staunch anti-communists to boot.2 Social democrats by contrast, like the Myrdals or indeed Einar Gerhardsen, who towered (quite literally) over Norway for seventeen years, were much more comfortable integrating strands of socialist thinking into their welfarist policies: and they dominated Scandinavian politics for half a century by doing so.3 They also spoke proudly of the nation as the folkehemmet (People’s Home) in a way that placed the common man at the centre of politics. Along with French gaullists and British liberals, though not always comfortably so, Christian and social democrats were the trailblazers in building a continental-scaled political architecture after the war. 


Across the Atlantic democracy was likewise reimagined to meet the challenges of the post-war era and to ensure that something as crippling as the Great Depression never returned. American liberalism was not the same as European liberalism. Above all, it placed the demands of freedom before the claims of equality: a point reinforced in 1947–9 when Truman’s ‘Freedom Train’ toured all forty-eight states displaying the cherished documents of American liberty.4 No less than in Europe, however, Republicans and Democrats converged after the war around one of the era’s defining political ideas: ‘Not left, not right, but a vital center,’ as Arthur Schlesinger Jr put it in 1948. This was a vision for democracy born of a new global outlook amidst the onrush of the Cold War: liberalism’s defence of ‘the ultimate integrity of the individual’, it now being argued, was the glue that could best hold capitalism and democracy together going forward.5 


Yet if this was the basis of a new moderate centre ground in America, it was moderate primarily so far as concerned the white majority population. For the main difference between Europe and America was to be found in terms of the latter’s racial inheritance. Social mobility, at least for whites, was often greater in the United States even than it was in Europe.6 But blacks experienced nothing of the sort, even after the civil rights movement. For all that Americans were more reluctant than Europeans to assign to national government the social obligations that national welfare demanded, the one place where the federal state was not to be prevented from performing a social function, it seemed, was in policing the bounds of the racial political order. As Cold War internationalism took shape, the social aspects of New Deal liberalism were likewise retrenched: worker democracy in particular making way for a more vociferous anti-communism.


Elsewhere the former settler colonies of Australia, New Zealand and Canada blended basic elements of the European (or rather British) and American models. Australia inherited many of its legal principles from Great Britain, but its sheer size demanded a more federal model of government of the sort found in the United States. Welfare was more generous than in America, but labour relations were more constrained than in the United Kingdom. New Zealand too brought into its Westminster-derived parliamentary system something of the constitutionally enshrined value system of the American model, in its case setting fairness as the nation’s guiding leitmotif in place of the American feeling for liberty. These societies too confronted the task of demobilising after the war.7 Canada meanwhile was defined by its two primary political cleavages, in the form of First Nation and linguistic minority counter-claims on the majoritarian political state. 


Despite all their apparent differences, therefore, there were certain similarities common to each of the post-war democracies that with hindsight seem compelling. The reformism of the interwar period was frequently picked up again, carrying political rights and the promise of participation with it, particularly for women. Popular sovereignty was acknowledged too, although in light of the demagoguery and the total politics that derailed liberal parliaments during the interwar years, it was also now constrained.8 Economic rights were formalised in the name of political stability. A new international architecture was created to further lock in these arrangements. Above all the post-war democracies made ‘democracy’ itself a public concern in a way it never had been before: and defining what that meant (and who really was permitted to take part in it) largely set the parameters for how Western politics now developed. 


Meanwhile material prosperity was prioritised through a renewed attention to managed economies and New Deal reformism. As economic growth returned to Europe it was spectacular but uneven. Given the extent of post-war destruction the bounce back was most dramatic at first in West Germany. But for Western Europe as a whole the growth rate was soon 4 per cent a year for the period 1950 to 1970, compared to just 1.0 per cent a year for the period 1913 to 1950. Even in the relatively sluggish Netherlands, the 3.5 per cent average annual growth recorded between 1950 and 1975 was several times greater than it had been in the period 1910 to 1950.9 The US too, which entered the post-45 era with an economy three times larger than any other also performed strongly to start with, for all that Western Europe’s spectacular growth steadily drew them level. GIs returned home from the war and via the ‘GI Bill’ received generous loans to rebuild both their own lives and national society alike, fuelling a suburban housing boom and an expansion in the job market. American GDP grew steadily after 1947, culminating in an average of 5.3 per cent growth per year during Johnson’s term in office (1964–8). As in Europe, this was growth enjoyed by the middle and lower classes above all.10 


As the immediate challenge of post-war reconstruction gave way to more ambitious plans for national development, a renewed faith in the values of democracy in the West, and a set of procedural imperatives that would characterise the functioning of that democracy, steadily began to take shape around a common set of ideas and institutions. This was the backdrop against which the transformations of the 1970s were to play out. 


What Went Before


The first and most basic pillar upon which Western democracy was rebuilt after the war was the nation state, which was locked in place through a concerted focus on national economic growth. Economic development took the place of inter-state rivalry as the era’s principal political obsession. The new concept of ‘national income’, or GDP, as it recorded that growth for public consumption, took on something of the importance once accorded the expanses of empire that could be shown in pink on some map. The task of securing what, in Europe especially, were often recently reinstalled national governments was also undertaken through the exercise of political constraint, as this was levied upon the institutions of democracy itself. 


A not dissimilar picture emerged in the United States. As the influential US diplomat George Kennan put it, democracy itself could be dangerous when it gave rise to populist mischief: it was like ‘one of those prehistoric monsters with a body as long as this room and a brain the size of a pin’. Hence where constitutional courts were established in countries like Italy, West Germany and France for the purpose of ensuring that formal democracy was actively kept in line with the values and principles of society, the US relied on a more politically engaged judiciary.11 Those safeguards being established, citizens were encouraged to play their role at election time, but to refrain from too much political engagement in the months or years in between. Not unlike prevailing attitudes to sex, when it came to democracy it was argued that you could have too much of a good thing.


Instead political differences were to be mediated through the major workers’ and employers’ confederations such as France’s Confédération générale du travail (CGT), or Norway’s Landsorganisation (LO) or the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO). The result was a fragile yet stable ‘consensus’ model of democracy, in which individual freedoms were protected from the tyranny of the majority and political passions were toned down in the name of a wider vision of social harmony. It was, as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin formulated it in 1958, a politics based on a balance of both positive and negative freedoms. It was inconceivable without the experience of the previous years of upheaval. And for all that it provided a sense of normal politics when measured against the turbulence of recent times, it was never destined to last. 


Such widespread commitment to political moderation and constraint was hardly born of altruism alone, however. As post-war governments sought to manage the new social relations of production, while simultaneously reasserting their own authority in the aftermath of the war, the nation states that left 1945 behind became, almost inevitably, more centralised ones. We remember this era today, not inaccurately, as one of board meetings and briefcases, of secretariats and ministries and the milk quotas and postal routes they oversaw. Above all we remember it for the constant presence of an active, administrative state. The federal state was the primary investor in the mass suburban housing schemes, like Levittown, that cropped up in America. In Europe, state planning boards and industry agencies proliferated (something the Japanese also cottoned on to and mastered). This enabled what was perhaps the most visible manifestation of post-war reconstruction: the discipline, and indeed achievements, of national planning. 


Planning was the second central pillar supporting the revival of post-war democracy at large, and it too was about securing growth first and foremost. Roosevelt’s (ultimately failed) attempt to introduce a Second Bill of Rights in America – ‘true individual freedom cannot exist without economic security and independence’, as he suggested in launching the idea in 1944 – was an early recognition that the national state had to plan to provide for people’s needs. But the roots of state planning ultimately lay outside existing democratic experience: the IRI, Istituto per la Ricostruzione Industriale in Italy, was founded under Mussolini to rescue failed banks in 1933. Its virtues only really took hold in the minds of Western policymakers during the war: Jean Monnet first floating the idea of what became the French Commisariat général du Plan with de Gaulle in Washington in 1945.12 Planning came to be seen as a way to ensure that the sorts of crises that had brought democracy to its knees were henceforth avoided. Equally it was encouraged by the counter-example of the socialist countries, who for much of the era seemed to be developing as fast, if not faster, than their Western counterparts. 


Unlike in the socialist countries, however, Western planning was put to the twin ends of industrial investment (which included laying the conditions for private investment as well) and the establishment of a third pillar of post-war democracy: the national welfare state (partly as a way to nullify worker discontent). Even in Italy and West Germany, two countries which had so recently experienced the reality of a totalitarian political order, but where economic policy was notably more liberal than in Britain or Sweden, the necessity for a strong state was never really in doubt when it came to social security. In a country like Britain, achievements such as the National Health Service soon became an integral part of the national identity itself: untouchable even by later arch critics of the state. 


By the mid 1960s, therefore, the big-government, Western welfare state seemed unassailably popular. There was just one hitch. For all that the economies of the Western democracies had been growing fast, national spending had been growing even faster. Between 1950 and 1973 government spending as a percentage of GDP grew from 30.4 to 42 per cent in Germany, from 27.6 to 38.8 per cent in France, and from 34.2 to 41.5 per cent in Britain.13 In the United States the expansion of government spending, on welfare in particular, was if anything even more dramatic, its cash outlays amplified by its underinvestment in a European-style welfare infrastructure. In 1950 the federal government put 26 per cent of its total budget towards welfare (admittedly in a context in which local and state authorities contributed more). By 1975 the ratio had increased to 55 per cent.14 


No less substantial increases were to be seen in Scandinavia, where Danish spending on social security doubled between 1950 and 1973 and Norwegian spending more than tripled.15 In the good times, this forged a virtuous circle between capitalism and democracy, commitments to securing basic rights for the people being also a major source of economic growth in their own right. Hence, by the end of the 1970s in Belgium 60 per cent of all university graduates took up jobs either within or directly connected to the public sector. In France, a period of service in public administration became the traditional route to more lucrative private sector jobs for graduates of elite public management schools like the École Nationale d’Administration. 


In place of the national-scale Beveridge plan (1944) in Britain, American welfarism developed sectorally, through pacts like that signed between autoworkers and General Motors in the Treaty of Detroit (1950), providing those workers with a set of guaranteed health, pension and insurance benefits in exchange for relinquishing the right to strike over certain workplace issues. The US commitment to welfare was more grudging than it was in Europe, but again the powerful presence of communism as an ideological foe helped lock it into place. In this regard welfare played a central political role on both sides of the Atlantic, not least as formal testimony to the fact that liberal societies too could provide sufficient measure of social solidarity. Indeed, in America no less than in Europe, the rich accepted far higher rates of taxation during this period to meet the growing social security bill than would ever be the case again: in the 1960s the top rate of income tax in the United States was a hefty 91 per cent. 


The extent to which such public commitments to collective prosperity were accepted by the majority of people points towards a fourth characteristic of post-war democracy: the way that social progress relied upon the paradoxical encouragement of a consumerist culture and the satisfaction (if not creation) of individual needs. This was especially apparent in America, where the logic of consumer society and the demands of the Cold War went hand in hand. If political freedoms needed sometimes to be curtailed in the name of the wider superpower struggle, went the logic, then an expanding sphere of personal consumption could at least provide some measure of relief against this. Lying behind this was the recognition that unless one could cultivate mass consumption there would be no mass production either; and no mass production meant no meaningful stand against communism. But the upside was greater freedom of choice. In Europe, as rationing became a thing of the past, and people no longer had to queue for the basics, the market now reached out to people in their homes, whether it was the Avon lady who came knocking on people’s doors, or a Reader’s Digest or Which? magazine that flopped through the letterbox.


What most middle-class households wanted was washing machines and white goods for the women and automobiles for the men. This reinforced some gendered expectations but it also undermined others. ‘You can’t do any longer without electricity, espresso and Cola,’ one German advertisement proclaimed in the 1960s: ‘But you can do without cooking!’16 Most European households did not even have a fridge to store basic cooking ingredients in the early 1950s; twenty years later and the vast majority did. A similar story was apparent with cars: America produced around 4 million vehicles per year at the start of the 1950s; it had doubled that to 8 million by the mid 1960s. Italy, Germany, France and the UK were by then producing about the same (if not a little more) between them. Cars in turn required more petrol stations and a rapidly expanding network of highways on which to drive them. National motorway networks – the A Roads, the Interstate Highway System, the Routes Nationales and the Autobahns – everywhere began to displace the railways. The countryside having just been emptied of people, who were moving to the cities, it was now being paved over in their wake.


Literally and imaginatively, horizons expanded ever further afield. Leisure travel gradually became a possibility for more than just the affluent upper classes: family holidays could begin to be planned and enjoyed. And in the months in between there was an increasing array of radio and television programmes to tune in to: admittedly dominated by the major broadcasters such as RAI and the BBC, but opening onto a world of private entertainment, not just of public information broadcasting. In the US there were fewer than 17,000 television sets in 1946; by 1953 two thirds of American households owned one. Politicians saw that the freedom to choose what to buy and political freedom could be merged, to wit Nixon’s famous kitchen debate with Khrushchev in 1959, where he gloated over a new range of dishwasher (‘We have such things,’ Khrushchev snapped back).17 As the range of basic shopping items expanded, supermarkets sprang up to display them (the Netherlands had just seven in 1961, but 520 a decade later). The rise of a more consumerist individual was soon driving the national economy forward, awakening material rather than political passions, and endowing a considerable degree of legitimacy – and stability – upon governments only too happy to take credit for the economic achievements of the age.


By the late 1960s it was hard to remember the years of rationing and reconstruction, for all that they were only two decades in the past, along with the lessons that such hardships had bestowed. It was ‘detergent wars’ that raged now over the heads of Western consumers; and cultural wars too. De Gaulle made André Malraux minister for cultural affairs in France in 1959 specifically to defend the French cultural patrimony he feared was being lost.18 Political transformations followed on in the wake of social change. Britain and France joined Germany in abolishing the death penalty and could look askance at the United States, which had not. Yet even in America, basic civil rights legislation had been laid down, beginning with the Voting Rights Act (1965) but later covering freedom of expression, and a measure of legal protection to homosexuals or to those who wished to divorce. In such ways, then, did the ‘Golden Age’ – as for many it would soon, somewhat wistfully, be referred to – leap forward. Economic growth and new technological developments enabled rapid social change and vice versa. The pace of change grew faster. 


For all their prior differences, therefore, at the nexus of these developments there was considerably greater convergence of political culture among and between the Western democracies than had existed even half a century before; enough at least to lend credence to the claim that together these countries rightfully made up the ‘free world’.19 Beneath that ideological canopy, states, markets and society all seemed to be moving forward in step together. But the skein of consensus was being stretched all the while. As one of those who lived through this, the British liberal Edmund Fawcett, wrote: ‘The changes of the 1950s to 1970s were for many a welcome upheaval. Still, they were an upheaval. They raised expectations. They disturbed familiar patterns. They stored up a powerful counter-reaction mixing wrathful opposition and disappointed hopes.’20 By the late 1960s, this was a counter-reaction fast approaching the point of release. 


‘An Unheavenly Chorus’


Adrift in a new global era – ‘the epoch of space’, as the French philosopher Michel Foucault put it in 1967 – more and more people began to wonder from the mid sixties onwards just where exactly they stood amid the changes underway around them.21 Ironically, it was the very political stability of the previous decades, combined with its unprecedented socio-economic mobility, that contributed to this sense of unease. For three decades people’s lives had assumed a certain benign predictability: one’s career, life plans, social environment and even cultural appetites all played out within relatively contained parameters. Now they began to experience what Swedish Prime Minister Tage Erlander mordantly dubbed ‘the discontent of rising expectations’ (de stigande förväntningarnas missnöje). 


Not infrequently this manifest in psychological terms: the fear of becoming just a faceless cog in the machine of post-industrial prosperity: the burden that growing prosperity (enabling the time) and consumerist choice (presenting the dilemma) together combined to create. And as social mobility began to desert them, people’s acceptance of the social and political constraints that came with the post-war consensus began to fray.22 More and more overt expressions of disquiet became apparent as transnational labour movements and civil rights, the unwinding of colonialism and Third World social movements, all broke in upon the West at the same time, confronting a younger generation in particular with the arbitrary nature of the choices they were offered in their lives. This realisation increasingly registered as a desire to rebel against ‘the system’ itself. 


In America in 1962 the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) put forward an early expression of this with their influential manifesto, the Port Huron Statement. The statement took aim at the materialist values of the incumbent generation and the ‘racial bigotry’ and Cold War technocracy this relied upon. Against this it called for the defusing of international tensions (this was the year of the Cuban Missile Crisis, after all) and a more ‘participatory’ democracy at home. For the students, the closely informed decision-making this entailed had many attractions over ‘mere’ representative democracy and the more passive political voice of the vote. It also had its problems, the members of one SDS group in Cleveland famously holding a twenty-four-hour meeting to decide whether they should take a day off at the beach.23 But the desire to participate, and not simply to submit, was a powerful idea: and it was one that, in France, de Gaulle himself had recognised as an issue of relevance for workers as well.


Moreover, come the late 1960s society at large shared something of the same concerns. ‘The patience, the mildness, the taste for conformity that seemed prerequisites for a tolerable life were behind me,’ recalled the author Bruce McCall of his life growing up on the outskirts of Toronto, before emigrating to find work in New York. McCall’s memoir Thin Ice is a laconic sketch of growing up on the margins of a golden age that had been oversold to many.24 And it was echoed across the racial and class divide. Before the decade was over the sense that post-war democracy had not overcome all of the problems confronting the capitalist West was increasingly common: perceptions were changing for people of all ages. 


The most dramatic and important reason for this was the profound impact of the civil rights movement in America and this, of course, was the contribution of America’s blacks. Civil rights brought home to American liberals what had long been right before their eyes: the fact that the promises of post-war democracy had no more overcome racial segregation than had earlier efforts at enfranchising black citizens during the Reconstruction. Civil rights thus broke upon the scene as a reminder that Cold War liberalism was always racial liberalism: that the privileges enjoyed by the ‘silent majority’ whom Nixon mobilised on his way to winning the White House in 1968, relied as well upon a quite remarkable degree of social tolerance towards domestic racial inequality.25


Ironically, such tensions had been intensified by the extent to which citizens were encouraged to buy into the idea that their societies were somehow now more consensus-based. Johnson’s War on Poverty, which included the creation of Medicare and Medicaid, belatedly helped bring greater socio-economic equality to America after its launch in 1964, but it did so primarily for whites. In such ways, post-war liberal democracy, inflationary in its rhetoric of freedom and opportunity, served to intensify some of the century’s greatest social contradictions, as divisive struggles over what should have been mundane issues such as schools and housing soon made clear. By bringing this out into the open, civil rights presented such a powerful criticism of the New Deal era that the very notion of a collective ‘we’ upon which it was based was tainted. The American left in particular would be hit by this, since it henceforth steered away from any attempt at building a true civic universalism, ultimately to its own disadvantage. 


In Europe it was the gradual unwinding of colonialism, and the consequent challenge to European nations posed by the fallout from the era of the Empire Windrush that first brought the tensions in post-war liberal democracy to the fore (Europeans having previously lived out their race issues across the vast distances of empire). After that the pace of change merely picked up, with demands for gay rights and women’s rights, for animal and environmental rights all following suit. All of a sudden the political establishment seemed stuck in the past. In France, workers bridled at the way they were treated like children within an industrial hierarchy that, like their political leadership, seemed to have changed little since the late 1940s and that showed no interest whatsoever in their views. In Italy and West Germany the problem was the post-war grand coalitions, which dominated the political landscape, largely sceptical of the free market in Italy, largely sceptical of the state in West Germany, but in neither case allowing any real room for new or alternative voices. In Scandinavia, Axel Sandemose’s Jantelov still frowned upon the pursuit of individual success before that of the national community as if it were the 1930s. 


By the end of the decade, the political sensibilities of the post-war years were showing their age in other ways too. The transition from a mass industrial economy to one requiring a more mobile and well-educated workforce led to more women taking up part-time work, which immediately began challenging prevailing assumptions about their domestic duties. Rising real wages and dual incomes also meant that people could now afford to buy what the Avon lady was selling; and the fact that women had their own income afforded them a growing independence. The trend would be continued in the decade to come, this time as a result of inflation eating away at the wages of their husbands. This, in turn, would play its part in shaping a critical new demographic, the disgruntled white working-class male. 


The young meanwhile distinguished themselves from their parents by purchasing mass-produced fashion items – denim jeans most eagerly. They listened to popular music and bought records in increasing numbers: the Beatles and Bob Dylan, Elvis Presley and Cliff Richard. Music often had a distinctive national, even local flavour, but Dolby noise reduction became a standard technology after 1966. In 1967 the Beatles performed ‘All You Need Is Love’ to a live global audience via satellite, the first such musical communion of its kind. Then came Jimi Hendrix with his ‘Axis: Bold As Love’ to raise the bar once again. Meanwhile, the Carnaby Street ‘style’ was imitated across Western Europe and embraced in the East: in both places as a gesture of rebellion, whether that was directed at middle-class parents or the bureaucracy of totalitarianism, or both.26 Music was similarly adopted. Record sales in 1960 in America stood at $600 million but a decade later topped $1.6 billion. In West Germany, Japan and Sweden sales doubled during the course of the decade and in Australia they tripled: all to the benefit of Decca, Philips-Polygram and EMI.27 


The outlets for cultural expression were widening as well, often in what would once have been unimaginable ways. The radicalism of Third World revolutionaries broke in upon the suburban lifestyles of many Western students, where it mingled awkwardly with the home-grown variant of peace and love. Sex was deemed the very antithesis of politics and, practised as such, it could only of course become intensely politicised itself. But that was the least of the era’s unresolved paradoxes. A decade that began with sex, or at least the overt celebration of it, ended with the more private pleasures of drugs, which scarcely overcame the continual, nagging sense of discontent. Grace Slick of Jefferson Airplane, who had studied alongside one of Richard Nixon’s daughters, later recalled how at a White House party she planned to spike the president’s drink with a hallucinogen.28


The growing emphasis on how people spent their leisure time was changing cultural mores in other ways. Sport became professionalised, notably tennis and football; and in that way too it became commercialised. If this changed the tenor of the athletic ideal (the money put up by the new Grand Slams or pouring into US college football being a case in point) it also meant that sports now rendered visible some of the hitherto hidden fractures of society. In 1973 Billie Jean King beat Bobby Riggs in the so-called Battle of the Sexes (it was really a battle over sexism) and Frank Robinson became the first black manager of a Major League Baseball Team. Muhammad Ali (born Cassius Clay) had already raised hackles nearly a decade before by rejecting his ‘slave name’ and joining the Nation of Islam: ‘I am America. I am the part you won’t recognize. But get used to me,’ Ali famously declared. No less famously he later rejected the draft (costing him his heavyweight belt) and became an impassioned and outspoken speaker on race. 


Yet religious convictions were in some ways fracturing too. As the Golden Age ran deeper into the sand, it transpired that a corresponding turn to secularisation had set in as well. Religious hypocrisy may have been nothing new: Ali’s own wife challenged him to explain his multiple affairs in light of his religious convictions.29 But Christianity now fragmented and went into decline – the final ‘crisis of Christendom’ – as a more secular age confronted the Church, and a more sectarian future, in turn, awaited the earthly world of politics. ‘The mainline churches in America’, wrote one religious scholar, ‘have been in a state of depression for more than a decade.’30 In Canada and Britain, the largest Protestant churches saw a sharp decline in their membership while the loosening of Roman Catholicism in Quebec presaged the beginning of the end of French-Canadian separatism (thereby removing a very large problem for Trudeau). In the early 1960s 80 per cent of Dutch citizens claimed to belong to a church; by the mid 1970s half of them claimed they did not. 


Catholicism held out for longer but there too a decline in organised religious observance set in. In Belgium, attendees at Catholic Mass declined from 43 per cent in 1967 to 33 per cent in 1976; Church of Scotland communicants saw a drop of 11 per cent between 1966 and 1972. The number of confirmations performed likewise dropped off precipitously. In Spain more than 3,000 priests, 6,000 monks and 10,000 nuns would opt to leave Holy Orders between 1960 and 1990. If scepticism among the clergy and religious leaders as to the new social discourse around marriage and divorce, gay rights and abortion was one aspect of this decline, it was equally – because of their great certainty on those same issues – the reason why a more conservative strand of Christian evangelism was also on the rise, above all in America.31 Interestingly this did not help Europe’s Christian democratic parties since religiosity in politics henceforth coalesced primarily around social movements, including Martin Luther King’s civil rights, rather than the Church per se. Thus the moment of a transnational loosening of religious conviction was equally the moment of a distinctively re-moralised form of national politics. 


If religion as one source of order and stability now began breaking up amid the wider cultural floes, the bonds of community were loosening for more prosaic reasons too. For one, citizens in the post-war democracies were moving out of the country and into the city in search of work. There they were more likely to meet recently arrived immigrant workers, especially in Europe as the colonies closed shop during the 1950s and 1960s and their peoples moved to the former colonial metropole in search of work. Among those for whom this impacted most strongly was a generation of students who had been brought up in the ennui of the suburbs and who now found on their arrival in the city the face of difference that postcolonial revolutionists like Frantz Fanon warned them they would find when Europe’s stolen ‘tower of opulence’ came crashing down. The student-led uprisings of 1968 were the most obvious consequence of this. But the world impacted on the West no less directly as a result of the other major political ‘event’ of the late 1960s and early 1970s: the Vietnam War. These two developments entwined not so much to overturn the old political consensus as to change the nature of political struggle itself. 


‘Coming Apart’


It was ‘1968’ that first brought this out into the open. The events of that year began and in some senses ended in Paris when a series of clashes between students and police led to the University of Nanterre in western Paris being shut down. A newly formed students’ movement then took their protest to the Sorbonne in the heart of the city itself. Students barricaded the streets in symbolic protest at the conformity of the modern ‘authoritarian welfare state’ and the ‘repressive tolerance’ of their parents’ generation (a view that Eastern European radicals of the same generation would later all too happily disabuse them of).32 It was not until French workers also went on strike in sympathy, the largest strike in French history, that the government really began to worry: by the end of May – the point at which de Gaulle felt obliged to abscond – they had effectively brought the country to a standstill. At the Berliet car factory in Lyons, workers rearranged the letters on the gate to read ‘Liberté’. But events were not confined to France alone.33 


Protests flared up in each of the major Western democracies. In Germany, events centred on the US-funded Free University of Berlin. German workers became even more involved than in France and the sense of rebellion was, if anything, much more intense, particularly given how fundamental to West German society the ‘re-start’ of 1945 – and so the thing being rebelled against – had been.34 In America, student rebellion on campuses like Berkeley was more directly about the question of race, and the uprisings of the year – if anything even more tumultuous than in Europe – converged in the public’s mind with the clashes between radicals and the police during the Democratic National Convention in Chicago in the summer. In Britain things were calmer, the visitations of European student dignitaries and American Black Power activists aside, while in Italy it was workers, not students, who led from the front, as they took the frustrations of the era in a more militant direction altogether. 


The year 1968 was thus on one level a demographic event: a glorified coming of age party for the first generation of a mass higher-education society. And the where of 1968 is in this sense as important as the what. In France there were six times more university students in 1968 than there had been in 1945; in Italy, after a law liberalising access in 1961, enrolment had grown from 280,000 in 1960 to 700,000 in 1970.35 Throughout the 1960s the number of students in higher education grew at around 8 per cent per year in Europe. In America it doubled (to 8 million by 1970) as the ‘massification’ of higher education caught on (more importantly it was also opened, for the first time, to African American students). 


More and more of these students were studying the new ‘social sciences’ too. By 1968 in Britain more students were reading sociology than law or economics. More still were using the insights of these disciplines to resist the idea that social knowledge should be ‘useful’ to industrial society (one British student, Phil Cohen, contemplated breaking into the LSE library so that he could glue together pages of works by the esteemed sociologist Talcott Parsons, the better to reveal the ‘congealment of praxis’).36 A large number of American students enrolled simply to avoid the draft for Vietnam. Students in the late 1960s were well educated enough, in short, and in the right disciplines, to recognise the depth of the challenges of the age but not yet of a class that could expect to avoid them. 


But if the uprisings of 1968 were generational in this way, they were equally a transnational phenomenon. ‘In our eyes,’ recalled Heidelberg activist Joscha Schmierer, of the late 1960s, ‘the shrinking world … coalesced into a unified world in 1968.’37 No two individuals – unlike one another as they might have been – better encapsulated this than Daniel Cohn-Bendit, the impish young student who had been central in the drama from its opening act in Nanterre, and the strikingly tall black activist Angela Davis. During the course of the year Cohn-Bendit was expelled from France, only to resurface at talks in Brussels, Berlin, Amsterdam and even London. From Saarbrücken he then publicly vowed to return to France, marching to the German–French border along with a thousand students from Saarbrücken University to present the guard there with a bouquet of flowers. Expelled again, he next reappeared in Paris, at an event at the Sorbonne, where he mounted the dais unobserved in dark sunglasses, before removing them, to a gathering wave of recognition and standing applause and shouts of ‘Les frontières on s’en fout!’ (‘We don’t give a shit about borders’).38 


For her part, Angela Davis, the black power activist from Birmingham, Alabama, who had studied under Adorno in West Germany, was fired from her teaching position at UCLA on account of being a member of the US Communist Party, and ultimately forced to become a fugitive after the FBI placed her on its list of most wanted persons. By then she had long been a figure of significance for West German leftists (and not only because she had attended a youth congress in Helsinki, or because, as her mentor Herbert Marcuse put it when asked to define her appeal: ‘She’s black, she’s militant, she’s communist, and she’s pretty’). Thanks to her political biography, her ideas – a hard, anti-colonial form of communism – also circulated alongside the much-copied image of her halo-style Afro. Such transnationalism crossed the East–West divide as well. In 1968 a young Václav Havel was in New York to oversee production of one of his plays. While there he not only attended demonstrations at Columbia University but went and listened to Frank Zappa (who would later repay the compliment in Prague, in 1989).39 


The true unity of 1968, however, was in the outward articulation of the post-war era’s discontents. In this sense, 1968 was an avowedly political event and in ways more nuanced than we tend to recall: not least because the causes of the mobilisation were frequently quite specific local injustices relating to such mundane matters as the quality of housing. The greatest political significance of the protests, however, was the demand for autonomy that most closely linked the student uprisings of that year with the parallel, and for much of the time distinct, protests waged by workers who took their own battles into the space opened up by the students. This was the moment’s great political potential. And yet, as has sometimes been remarked, one of the things that ultimately distinguished the two primary strands of protest that year was that students were largely protesting against the alienating effects of an increasingly consumerist society, while workers were protesting against the exploitative conditions required to sustain those consumerist advances. 


What then was the legacy of these months and years? Elsewhere in the world, 1968 was the point of dramatic and often violent upheavals: whether worker protests against entrenched regimes in Portugal and Spain, or the externally orchestrated civil war in Vietnam; or indeed of real revolutionary movements in Latin America and the widespread civic dissent witnessed in Havel’s Prague (where Soviet tanks rolled in to crush the temerity of those seeking ‘socialism with a human face’) and in Poland (where the uprisings of March that year genuinely challenged the regime and were accordingly met with repression and an anti-Semitic backlash in response).40 There were important connections between these different spheres (Greek 68ers supported their compatriots against the British in Cyprus on specifically anti-imperialist grounds, for example). In Western Europe and America, by contrast, the political threat of 1968 was in some ways overplayed, both then and in the popular memory today. The reason why was best expressed by the American activist and radical Paul Potter when, three years earlier, as leader of the Students for a Democratic Society, he had challenged the crowd standing in front of him at the Washington Monument to first ‘name the system’ if they planned on marching against it.41 


The truth was, of course, that most of those who took to the streets later simply couldn’t. This was partly because, as students, they had experienced only a very particular (and privileged) part of that system. The real struggles of the working class, of minorities and excluded citizens were some distance from the students’ own more privileged world. But it was also because the system itself was undergoing a transformation: its institutional bases were reforming and the fluid ‘personal is political’ critique of the 68ers was unable to address this. This is not to undermine the significance of the year itself as a first real caesura with the past. ‘Whatever else may be said of [those times], it must be conceded that they were animated by an intensely democratic vision,’ wrote one of them looking back years later.42 But for all that its protagonists may have believed otherwise, 1968 was not the harbinger of the new so much as the beginning of the end of the old. It was ‘[t]he “twilight of the Gods”’, as the Italian socialist Gianni De Michelis put it: ‘the last great collective moment … the end of all dreams of a new era’.43 


The gaping absence at the heart of 1968 – which hoovered up like a black hole every theory of change to emerge from the year – was the very idea of popular sovereignty itself. This was why it was ‘the state’ in general (and above all in ‘theory’), not parliaments in particular, that were seen as the source of the problem. Yet as the emergence of anti-parliamentarism in West Germany implied, there were grounds for criticism of the post-war democratic state as a parliamentary form, had the students wished to take this debate further. In Germany the CDU-CSU coalition was so large as to swamp all but a minuscule parliamentary opposition; in France the stability that Gaullism had brought to the country now looked to some like a ‘presidential dictatorship’; in Scandinavia it was impossible to imagine any party that wasn’t run by social democrats being returned at the polls, and the same could be said of the Christian Democrats in Italy.44 


The events of 1968 ultimately did not challenge parliaments, or much alter their make-up in the years afterwards. Its leaders cared less for collective action than they did for the individual realisation of autonomy. The verdict of William O’Neill’s contemporary account, Coming Apart (1971), captured it well. They ripped up existing notions of what the political was, or could be, but did not have much to say about what it might be replaced by. The institutions of post-war capitalist democracy, to put it in Tocqueville’s terms, had survived the intellectual and cultural onslaught of 1968 largely unscathed; the ‘manners’ of the nations, however, would never be the same again. This was its paradoxical legacy. As the workers returned to work disgruntled, and the students left university to get rather better paid jobs, it was clear the social relations of production had been left largely intact. The cultural relations of society, by contrast, were in a state of Brownian motion. And into this setting was thrust the most divisive hot war of the entire twentieth century. 


Vietnam


Installed at the Hotel Pierre off New York’s Central Park during the presidential transition in the winter of 1969, Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger made an unlikely pairing at first glance. The Republican president-elect was known for his stance on domestic ‘law and order’; his newly appointed national security adviser, by contrast, had spent his political career to date working for Nixon’s Republican opponent, then governor of New York, Nelson Rockefeller. Yet Nixon and Kissinger in fact had rather a lot in common, including a solidly anti-establishment chip on the shoulder. Nixon the bureaucracy-bashing populist and Kissinger, the ‘lone ranger’ statesman, as the latter characterised himself in an interview with Italian journalist Oriana Fallaci, were partners in outlook if not in party political attachment.45 Henceforth, if there were a committee, Kissinger would likely be chairing it; if there was an exchange of views, it was likely to be between the two men themselves. By October 1972, Arthur Schlesinger Jr had dubbed them ‘Nixonger’ in his private journals.46 The Times was more acerbic, likening the result of their partnership as akin to a political coup, executed from the top.


On entering the White House, these two men, who most defiantly embodied the transition from one era to the next during these years, knew only too well that the United States was in a bind over Vietnam. At the moment the two began seriously plotting together in late 1968 it was far from clear just what exactly was to be salvaged from the wreckage of the country’s involvement in South East Asia, however. The US Army had been on the back foot in Vietnam since the Tet Offensive in January 1968. Meanwhile the Soviets were confident and aggressive, as they had demonstrated by sending tanks into Prague the previous summer.47 Nixon and Kissinger felt that the only solution was to try de-escalating the situation first, and to do so by picking up the threads of Soviet–American dialogue that had been initiated under the outgoing Johnson administration. Their plan was to convert this into a more fully fledged form of détente. If relations with the Soviets could be put on a more manageable footing, Nixon reasoned, then other problems – including Vietnam – would accordingly be reduced in size. As Kissinger theorised, the key word here was ‘linkage’. In reality the key word was ‘if’: for the world in which the new Nixon strategy was to be applied was rapidly changing. 


The stationing of American troops in South East Asia had begun gradually at first. John F. Kennedy had inherited from Eisenhower the problem of what to do with the Cold War partitioning of North and South Vietnam, but in the face of a growing guerrilla insurgency in the country, and not wanting to look ‘soft’ on communism after his failure to oust Castro at the Bay of Pigs, he began to increase US military assistance in the region. That later trapped Johnson into following suit, beginning with military reprisals launched after US destroyers were attacked in the Bay of Tonkin in 1964, and continuing after Johnson’s election to a full term at the end of that year.48 Thereafter the ‘floodgates’ opened, as Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara later put it.49 The aim of all this, in the statutory Cold War gloss of the time, had initially been to support an ‘ally’ (the corrupt administration of Ngo Dinh Diem in Saigon) in a key Cold War hotspot.50 After Diem was removed in a US-supported coup in 1963 the US only found itself more entrenched. Yet war was to prove a costly way of maintaining the ‘credibility’ of America’s superpower status. There were 536,100 US troops on the ground by 1968, which was more than sufficient to ensure the Soviets and Chinese set about evening up the numbers on the other side. At its peak, the war cost the US $2 billion a month, the cost in American lives itself peaking in 1968 when more than 16,500 service personnel were killed.51 


One understands why, on taking office, Nixon wanted nothing more than to avoid getting sucked any further into the whole sorry cycle. ‘I’m going to stop that war. Fast,’ as he put it.52 But characteristically, what Nixon actually did do, under the new doctrine of linkage, was to double down first in order to extricate himself later on better terms. While staying true to the letter of his word, therefore, and pulling out American troops in exchange for building up South Vietnamese forces (‘changing the colour of the corpses’, as one administration official put it) he also greatly intensified the ferocity of the war and expanded it into two neighbouring countries, Cambodia and Laos.53 ‘We live in an age of anarchy, both abroad and at home,’ Nixon urged in 1970, in explaining to the nation why he was escalating the war in South East Asia. ‘We see mindless attacks on all the great institutions which have been created by free civilizations in the last 500 years. Even here in the United States, great universities are being systematically destroyed. Small nations all over the world find themselves under attack from within and from without.’54 This was nothing if not a thinly veiled attempt to tar civil rights and student demonstrations at home with the brush of communist subversion from abroad. It was equally a recognition of the fact that Vietnam was as much a problem for Nixon at home as it was on the actual front lines. 


In the United States the draft was perhaps the single most unpopular thing about the war, especially among middle-class households for whom such forced abdication of one’s freedom to choose was unusual. Nixon was nonplussed and considered the protesters to be irrational: ‘They hate us, the country, themselves, their wives, everything they do,’ he insisted, revealing he perhaps had not noticed that a great many of those same protesters wore hitched skirts and knee-high boots. What Nixon more profoundly failed to grasp was that Vietnam had by now become a major point of contention between the United States and its Western allies. This was the substance of the protesters’ more systemic critique, and it largely passed him by. 


In capitals right across the West, protests against the war thus became one of the abiding images of the era. There were peace marches in Britain and France, and most worryingly for the US State Department, they marched loudest of all in West Germany, that other Cold War front line. In Sweden, America’s favourite Scandinavian, Gunnar Myrdal, who thought of America as his ‘spiritual fatherland’, led not one but two anti-war coalitions.55 Many of these anti-war demonstrations were not just a reaction to Vietnam, however. For West Germans, protesting about Vietnam was also a way to articulate (in terms it still was not possible to do in Germany) the legacy of their own Nazi past. The protests were a rebellion against the Cold War political order more generally, therefore, and for this reason Vietnam – for all its destructiveness – was also a moment of coming together. Not least it was constitutive of a new political imaginary of social movement, best exemplified by the peace movements that would soon play such a critical role in the latter stages of the Cold War.56 


Yet Vietnam rumbled on until the last military advisers were evacuated from the rooftops of Saigon in 1975, along with a few desperate South Vietnamese collaborators. Surveying the destruction levied upon Cambodia (which descended, due to the American invasion, into a bloody civil war that would be won by Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge) and neighbouring Laos (which became the most heavily bombed country in history: a ton of ordnance was dropped there for every minute of Nixon’s presidency), Vietnam was thus indeed much more than just a war.57 It marked the point when the phrase ‘collateral damage’ was first introduced, and when trust in Western governments reached its lowest ebb since the Second World War. It was the flexion point of seemingly ‘9,000 other cataclysmic events’, as one ’68er put it. It split the American left and divided the post-war Atlantic alliance. It sharpened the counter-cultural divide between ‘the elders’ and a more critical youth.58 And where flickers of this new and somewhat differently political era were beginning to be seen they tended to be interpreted not as opportunities but glimpsed rather as the backs of pike among the weed.


The Turning


When Martin Luther King Jr was assassinated in April 1968, he had been attending a rally in support of striking sanitation workers in Memphis. That effort to reach out to blue-collar workers of all colour, and to engage with America’s powerful unions, was a critical objective of the civil rights movement, precisely because America’s white working class were too little interested in the plight of coloured labourers, and this was a major hurdle – as King rightly saw it – in the furtherance of greater rights for all.59 On the back of King’s assassination, the Attica riot was just one of a series of events marking a change from the civil rights strategy of openly confronting mainstream white society with its iniquities, to the black power strategy of seeking more actively to resist those iniquities. It was a transformation that conveyed, as well, a loss of faith not just in the willingness but in the capacity of the democratic state in America to address what W. E. B. Dubois had long before termed ‘the color line’. 


Angela Davis was one of those for whom these events represented a turning point. As the aims of Black Power moved centre stage in the public debate over equality during Richard Nixon’s first term in office, she now became more active in the clandestine activities of groups like the Black Panthers. Black Power was a more radical response to the perceived deficiencies of the alliance between black and white, rich and poor, religious and secular, that King had assembled in the name of civic rights. It was equally a response to the bursting in upon the Western cultural scene at this moment of Third World revolutionism. For activists like Stokely Carmichael, learning that anti-colonialism was a struggle to be fought at home as well as abroad negated the sort of cross-class alliances that King had sought to build. It was to be replaced by violence and the gun. The civil rights slogan of ‘Freedom Now’, which Carmichael had first declared on his release from prison in 1966 (he had been detained during a march), now made way for ‘Black Power’.


The Black Panthers would be reduced to just a small rump in Oakland, California by 1972: gone but not forgotten. A more enduring contribution of the Black Power movement was the way it articulated a coming challenge for America’s younger generation of blacks: the fact that hard-won affirmative action policies were doomed to fail not in the imagination (King had surely won that battle) but in their application.60 The story of the Fair Housing Act, implemented in 1968 in the immediate wake of Martin Luther King’s death, is testament to their point. Stripped of its ability to pursue affirmative action and address racial segregation in housing provision it ended up a force for re-segregation as much as anything else.61 This became just one reason why, contrary to civil rights, the Black Panthers sought racial ‘autonomy’ (though not segregation) rather than civic universalism. It was why their politics, focused on urban areas in the north, explicitly recognised the fact that what might be granted in theory (equal rights to education and transport, say) was dependent upon being meaningfully delivered in practice.


Few were the politicians of status willing to grasp, at this point, that the legal achievements recently won through civil rights were nothing but a starting point to real equality – let alone the radical ‘participatory’ equality demanded by the student radicals. Even those politicians who grasped the point gave mixed signals, at best, as to whether this was a threat or an opportunity. ‘No country can lead the fight for social justice unless its commitment to its own people is credible and determined,’ declared then presidential hopeful Robert Kennedy in 1968, ‘unless it seeks jobs and not the dole for man, unless it feels anguish as long as any of its children are hungry, unless it believes in opportunity for all of its citizens, all across the land. Our future may lie beyond our vision, but it is not beyond our control.’62


Kennedy too was assassinated that year in a hotel kitchen in California, just a few months after uttering these words: another martyr to the cause of youth; another condemnation of the politics of the past. But his instinctive (and arguably more characteristic) linking of opportunity and personal responsibility as the best way to manage the challenges of the era outlived him. It did so first of all in Chicago that same summer when riots blighted the year’s Democratic National Convention. The Black Panthers were among those who travelled to Chicago in force, alongside several thousand other student protesters, including the SDS and the Youth International Party (the ‘Yippies’), who descended on the city to confront the politicians, not only of the Democratic Party but of the political elite in general. The clashes had an air of inevitability about them, framed in advance as a pitched battle between the generations, spiced by the anger of the recent assassinations of each side’s icon: Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy. Over 12,000 police, supported by the National Guard and units drafted in from the army, were given a clear mandate to teach the protesters a lesson. It would have taken a miracle to avoid a bloody confrontation – and this was not a year for miracles after all. 


Nor was the year to follow. In 1969 in Minneapolis, in the US state of Minnesota, a former police officer, Charles Stenvig, was elected mayor, replacing Democratic incumbent and university professor Arthur Naftalin, a living embodiment of liberal-era ‘consensus’ politics, with a more aggressive political programme. Since he ran as an independent, Stenvig’s success was due primarily to his political base, the ‘T-party’. No relation to the modern Tea Party – though given its populist platform it was in many ways a precursor – the T-party used racial scaremongering to explain to whites in particular the virtues of small (but strong) government. Stenvig thus traded in outright colour prejudice – he promised to ‘take the handcuffs off the police’ – by means of proxy arguments about the virtues of ‘popular morality’ against the empty technocratic ‘expertise of academic professors, business leaders and community activists’.63 


Stenvig may have been an independent, and a local politician at that, but he well embodied both the beginnings of an elite backlash and the preferred Nixon style of ‘law and order’ policing. The longer-term effect of this new approach was to place a greater burden of incarceration upon the shoulders of black and Hispanic citizens in particular. Henceforth the benefits of corruption for the well-to-do were improved, while the prospects for escaping jail by virtue of being born into poverty worsened; this meant even more blacks behind bars.64 Of course, whether this was by now unpopular is somewhat harder to tell: the efforts of groups like ‘Restore Our Alienated Rights’ (ROAR) to organise boycotts of schools employing equal rights quotas in 1974 were but part of an anti-white backlash that would in due course make itself felt at the level of the Supreme Court.65 What is readily discernible is the extent to which American society was more divided than it had been just half a decade before. So too was Europe.


In Italy, in the early 1970s, the extra-parliamentary movement Lotta Continua led, under its banner of Vogliamo Tutto! (We want Everything!), a wave of revolutionary strikes, street brawls and factory takeovers in response to the Italian Communist Party’s move towards the political centre. As parties went one way, it seemed, the people went another. In Italy and West Germany in particular, the ‘extra-parliamentarism’ gestured at in 1968 became, for some, the new political style. In Frankfurt, members of the radical fringe group Revolutionary Struggle (including later Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer) modelled themselves on the Italians (many of whose stories were relayed by the growing Italian exile community in Frankfurt). They made plans to infiltrate the Opel factory on the outskirts of town, some of them even finding that they quite liked constructing axles and exhaust pipes. Those German radicals who did not find satisfaction, however, began spiralling off into ever more radical and violent groups: among them Ulrike Meinhof, Andreas Baader, and their Red Army Faction. 


In 1970 Baader was in jail for an earlier offence, but a well-planned prison-break from a press interview arranged for him by Meinhof in a Berlin library (the two smoked incessantly until a guard finally opened a window allowing them to shoot their way out) marked the beginning of the years of red terror in Germany.66 In France, counterculturals resisted the more violent urges of Italian and West German political radicalism. But Maoist revolutionary groups in Paris took inspiration from their German, Italian and American counterparts nonetheless, and went underground as a radical insurrectionary group. After a young worker, Pierre Overney, was killed at Renault’s Billancourt factory in Paris during a protest in 1972, a Maoist group kidnapped one of the factory bosses and held him in an apartment for several weeks (meanwhile the left staged a 200,000-strong march involving everyone from Jean-Paul Sartre to Jane Fonda). To the dynamic of class were soon added tensions over immigration, when anti-immigrant groups in southern France planted a bomb that killed four in the waiting room of the Algerian consulate in Marseille, sparking off in response the largest anti-racist mobilisation in years.67


The ostensibly divergent political dynamics of the time thus ultimately fed into one another, since the more that society bifurcated, the more it fed not only hardliners on the streets but hardliners within the state – as with Stenvig in the United States, or Jean-Marie Le Pen and the Front National in France. Of course, these were often local developments to begin with. But they were also a means for governments to restore the powers they were ceding elsewhere – over their failure to sustain their international standing, or to control matters of the economy – through more visible shows of policing that low-scale criminalisation made possible. Only in a few places, as in Canada, was this problem avoided by virtue of there being no constitutionally enshrined ‘we the people’ in the first place (Canadians opted instead for a linguistically pluralist model of federation). 


But as even Pierre Trudeau was finding, this model too came under pressure when people suddenly started demanding other things as well. Until now politics in the Western democracies had revolved around the idea that the state could be encouraged to respond to social demands by changing the mix of its distribution of social resources. But with more and more citizens demanding not just redistribution but recognition – of their social, cultural and indeed sexual preferences, of their rights as communities of colour or as ethnic minorities, of their social status, their sexual orientation and their elective affinities – it was not just national governments that struggled to respond but the post-war politics of ‘consensus’ as a whole.68 By the start of the 1970s the challenge of incorporating a more varied and demanding citizenry into an outdated institutional structure was upending the system everywhere. 


Equally distinctive was the way that political upheavals in one country seemed increasingly to bleed into another. The overthrow of dictatorships along the southern European rim, for example, was sparked in part by the passage of young radical exiles from the streets of Paris heading back to their home countries in the south. Developments in those nations now became a part of the same political and cultural upwelling then enveloping the wider democratic West (though two of them, Portugal and Greece, were also already members of NATO, the Western security alliance). This was one reason why Henry Kissinger, for one, paid special attention to what was happening in southern Europe from his vantage point of the US State Department. As he recognised, what was distinct about the storm of protest gathering there was not just the dictatorial nature of the regimes it was pitted against, but the social make-up of that unrest. In contrast to the more middle-class orientation of the student uprisings, the anti-war marches and the burgeoning radicalisms of northern Europe and the United States, the protests that flared up in an arc of anger from Asturias in Spain through the factories of Genoa to the stifling heat of Athens were avowedly of the working class. 


In that sense, at least, Kissinger’s concerns were not misplaced: and the upsurge of workerist movements in southern Europe was in its way a more accurate harbinger of the struggles that would preoccupy the West in the decade to come than were the student uprisings of 1968.69 This ‘southern ’68’ began late, and first of all in Spain. In October 1971, just days after the Attica prison riot in America, 28,000 workers occupied the vast SEAT factory in Barcelona. They were met by armed police firing tear gas and gunshots before a cavalry charge was unleashed, but it was the beginning of an agitation that would result in Franco’s successor, King Juan Carlos, returning the country to a constitutional monarchy on Franco’s death in 1975.70 In Portugal, events began with a military coup that soon turned into a popular mobilisation in 1974. After a further series of coups and counter-coups, it was eventually Mário Soares’s socialist party that emerged victorious from the elections that were held in April 1976. More remarkably they did so according to the terms of a newly codified socialist constitution.71


In Greece, again, it was the wider conjunction of political and economic upheaval, combined with the intersection of student and worker interests, that upended the military junta that had been in place since 1967. In 1973, inspired by the student protests of 1968, Greek law students barricaded themselves into the faculty in protest at the way that the military draft was used to remove ‘undesirables’. After a similar stand-off at the Polytechnic in Athens, students constructed a flimsy radio and began to broadcast their actions to the nation. ‘This is the Polytechneion! People of Greece, the Polytechneion is the flag bearer of our struggle and your struggle, our common struggle against the dictatorship and for democracy!’72 It was a dramatic snub to the regime. But no sooner had the Generals sent in the tanks to quieten things down than civilians, too, rose up in sympathy with the students. Just over a week later the president, Georgios Papadopolous, was out. By the end of the following year, in November 1974, the country went back to the polls for the first time in a decade. 


Kiss, Kiss, Bang, Bang


By the middle of the decade the old order was everywhere being turned on its head: for better and for worse. Not surprisingly, it was also an age whose cultural and intellectual shibboleths were rapidly being pulled down, and the director Luis Buñuel captured better than most the nature of the crisis in cultural and intellectual affairs in his surrealist magnum opus, The Phantom of Liberty (1974). Buñuel’s film opens with a parodic re-enactment of the firing squads of Francisco Goya’s iconic painting El Tres de Mayo de 1808 (1814). Like that painting it perfectly captured the cusping of a new era in the West. In Buñuel’s rendering, as the order to fire is given, defiant shouts ring out: yet these are howls not of protest or of anguish, but the ironic judgements of hindsight itself. ‘Down with Liberty’ and ‘Long live chains!’ cry the condemned before the crack of the fusillade. The execution party then leave to get drunk on communion wine in a nearby church, where the viewer takes leave of them, poised on the brink of necrophilia. 


Needless to say, this was not Buñuel’s most commercially successful film. But artistically it was the one he valued most. Events in the film take place mostly in Buñuel’s own time, pivoting from one satirical takedown of mid–late-twentieth-century culture to another. And little escapes Buñuel’s critical eye: Western bourgeois morality and the destructive, wasteful urges it rests upon; an already vacuous cult of celebrity; the ease with which majoritarian morality had come to pass itself off as political virtue. In Germany Rainer Fassbinder was experimenting with a less forcefully modernist form of social commentary cinema, with works such as his 1974 Fear Eats the Soul: the story of a middle-aged cleaner in Munich who falls in love with a Moroccan immigrant twenty years her junior, to the opprobrium of Munich’s stubbornly racist post-war middle classes.


Equally trenchant critiques were directed not just at the spectres of race and class but at the domestic and generational conflict of the times as well. Bertrand Blier’s Les Valseuses (Going Places) was released the same year as The Phantom of Liberty, and saw a young Gérard Depardieu and Patrick Dewaere throw stones and metaphors alike, for the benefit of 5 million cinemagoers, at the stifling post-industrial landscapes of a golden age that had now ground to a halt.73 Similar critiques of ‘the roiling desperation beneath the façade of contemporary life’, as the New York Times put it, were being written and performed to critical acclaim in the United States by the likes of Edward Albee. His A Delicate Balance (1966) laid bare the Cold War family’s domestic tensions that could erupt when modern pressures, if not close friends, move in to take over the home. It was followed, appropriately enough, by 1971’s All Over, starring a young John Gielgud.74 Albee was right in his portrayal of a delicate balance being fractured. Back in France, Marcel Ophüls’s The Sorrow and the Pity (1971) exploded the myth of Resistance heroics that had long underpinned the post-war political landscape for left and right alike.75 


The sense of disorientation this created was heightened by a growing awareness of the reality of state communism in China and the Soviet Union brought about by dissidents bearing testimony and shattering the fake-news of a more ideological age. The traffic was not all one way. In the 1970s during a visit to Warsaw West German Chancellor Willy Brandt fell to his knees in front of the memorial to those killed in the Warsaw Ghetto during the war. It demonstrated not just penance but a deliberate turn away from the past and was something no other chancellor had dared to do before. Intellectually such moments marked the point when the ideological battle of the Cold War was won. Henceforth the debate was no longer between the champions of representative democracy and their communist others, each neatly assigned to world geographical regions. The dividing line now lay within the two regimes, and for the West that meant between competing visions of democracy. This was not what Marx had predicted. 


But it wasn’t just Marxism that intellectuals were breaking with. Structuralism was out of the window too. Here too France proved a key bellwether state and Foucault, the embodiment of the modern globetrotting intellectual, its most revealing exemplar. Foucault was talking about more than just uprisings on the streets when he observed in conversation in 1971, ‘We must free ourselves from this cultural conservatism, as well as political conservatism.’76 And he was true to his word in the years to come: he was there at the march after Pierre Overney’s funeral the following year, active in prisoner rights and refugee organisations, and a voice on almost any public issue of the moment. From his study he would also help bring about, alongside the likes of the Algerian-born Jacques Derrida, the late twentieth-century post-structuralist moment: which, in a reversal of two decades of ‘Americanisation’ of Europe, would become one of the most influential currents of intellectual thought across the other side of the Atlantic too. 


This felt need to break with the past was reflected in politics too. In 1973 the newly crowned leader of the French left, and future president François Mitterrand, published a deliberately symbolic essay, La Rose au Poing (The Rose in the Fist), arguing why socialism was better off without communism. The French Communist Party (PCF), ‘one of the most Stalinist of communist parties’, might normally have been expected to say something about this. But it too was now forced to abandon the doctrine of the dictatorship of the proletariat at its 22nd Party Congress in February 1976.77 By then Mitterrand had assembled together the pro-market leftists in the socialist party to take its place.78 A perceptible shuffling to the right was underway across the political spectrum: ‘the great moving right show’, as the British Marxist Stuart Hall dubbed it later in the decade.79 The old utopias, and the political theories they rested upon, were being erased from the sand, as another of Foucault’s influential images had it. 


If there was a crisis of ideals underway by the early–mid 1970s, there was equally a crisis of the post-war era’s assumptions and political commitments. An intellectual and imaginative space was opening up in which new questions could begin to be posed. In 1974 the American sociologist Richard Sennett bemoaned The Fall of Public Man. But at the same time the private spaces of the house, the family and the body now became subject to intensely political struggles. The boundaries of what could be considered political, and what not, were beginning perceptibly to change. Even time itself – whether one was fated to spend it shackled to the assembly line or contemplating one’s future life more narrowly as a ‘career’ – was now considered a political matter.80 


One of the movements to capitalise fully on the tensions that some of these modern dilemmas sparked was avant-garde group the Situationists. For them it wasn’t just the concept of work that needed re-theorising. As Guy Debord wrote in The Society of the Spectacle, life needed reimagining outside of work too. Drunken and depressed, Debord would end up imagining his own life away. But he and the Situationists had marked out something important: the closing of the relatively brief era – just a couple of decades really – in which the forward march of capitalism had come to be taken for a fact, rather than a warning. Ever since 1945 the Western democracies had been resolutely progress-oriented and utilitarian in their aspirations. Learning how to think differently about a future that could no longer be predicted with confidence, how to manage society when economic growth was neither a given, nor ultimately perhaps even desirable, would be one of the defining challenges of the years to come. 


And yet the quite dramatic technological progress of the era – from supersonic passenger planes to Telstar and, of course, the supercomputer – merely served to reinforce the habit of constantly pointing one’s nose forward. Governments asserted their fitness to rule on the basis of being able to meet the challenges of modernity going forward. It was as if, by doing so, the ‘troublesome history’ of the past – and not just the war years or the fascisms that had gripped France, Italy and Germany but the less than salutary record of the parliamentary regimes that preceded them – could safely be forgotten.81 This is not to say that people were free of the past. But they had come at least to believe that they were. Western citizens had learned to look towards the future as American settlers had once looked to the West: with every expectation that they would win it.


It was this confident worldview that was shattered in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and the great debate that now came bursting out of the cracks in between was whether there might not be, in fact, a fundamental tension between the technocracy of modern political life and the autonomous self it was based upon. Whether it was radicals reading Marcuse, mainstream intellectuals reading Daniel Bell, or a wider and more popular middle-class readership working their way through the pages of The Technological Society by Jacques Ellul (a book available in English from 1964 and widely read thanks to being championed by Aldous Huxley) all converged on a basic point: the overburdening bureaucracy of managed society.82 Vietnam was the most obvious example of the problems to which such a society was prone. But the Cold War, and its imperatives of ‘containment, consensus and conformity’, now came under greater scrutiny too.83 In the process it became apparent upon just what fragile bases post-war democracy itself had been built.84


The general tenor of the new mood was reflected in the success of popular books like Alvin Toffler’s Future Shock (1970). Despite, or rather because of, its warnings about the ‘physical and psychological’ stresses that were overloading society, Toffler’s book would eventually sell over 6 million copies worldwide. A cigar-chewing Orson Welles drove the point home in a 1972 documentary of the same name: ‘Our modern technologies have changed the degree of sophistication beyond our wildest dreams,’ Welles intoned as he strolled down an airport travelator. ‘But this technology has exacted a pretty heavy price. We live in an age of anxiety and time of stress. And with all our sophistication, we are in fact the victims of our own technological strengths – we are the victims of shock … a future shock …’ 


Like Orson Welles’s private life, this meant many things. But above all it brought home to middle-class viewers, who could now be addressed as ‘the audience at home’, the paradoxical fact which students and workers, in their protests, had been trying to point out all along: that the achievements and luxuries of the post-war age were based upon a degree of alienation and exploitation that had become simply unmanageable for many and intolerable for some. As the 1970s progressed, and the hopes of 1968 slid first into New York Times reporter James Reston’s despair of 1974 and ultimately into Jimmy Carter’s ‘malaise’ of 1979, the spectre of discontent returned to stalk the Western mind.85 And if on one level this was nothing more than a logical reaction, across a broad swathe of society, to the apparent limitations of the political structures of the post-war era, it was a turning point nonetheless.


Yet for all that it was the radicals, the activists, the intellectuals and the students who were the first to raise the questions, and in so doing to bring the underlying tensions of the post-war Golden Age out into the open, it was the way the Western elite now responded that proved crucial to the making of our own time. Those responses ultimately came to centre upon the ways and means of managing modern democracy, and were accompanied by an intensity of debate normally reserved for when wars end or regimes collapse.86 But they would first be formulated in relation to the sudden ending of the post-war boom. For into what was already a rather volatile admixture of social upheaval was now added the glycerine of a fully fledged crisis of capitalism. 
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The Crisis of Capitalism


DURING THE LONG weeks of July 1971, the telex machine in Paul Volcker’s office at the US Treasury building in Washington rarely fell silent. Endless streams of paper spewed across the desk of the young undersecretary of the Treasury for Monetary Affairs, bringing in reports on a wave of currency crises around the world. The threat of a trade war between the Western democracies loomed. Some feared it might even split the Atlantic alliance.1 Concerns were already running high about the standing of the capitalist world ‘bloc’ as against the ‘rising’ political forces of communist-inspired Third World revolution. On the floor of the UN General Assembly and in the corridors around, even the more moderately opposed non-aligned nations were demanding a ‘new international economic order’ to replace the Western-centric arrangements written into the international economy at the end of the Second World War. Such fears only increased as between 1971 and 1973 the international monetary system was effectively abandoned in mid flight. 


Quite where this left the United States was unclear. Ever since the time of Roosevelt the basic unit of the global economy had been the US dollar, which was backed by – or ‘pegged’ to – a fixed amount of gold. This hegemony of the dollar had underpinned US military and political authority for nearly half a century. It was in turn backed up by the post-war Bretton Woods system, so named after the New Hampshire retreat where the original framework for the post-war economy was hammered out in the summer of 1944. Bretton Woods had many flaws, but it worked to hold countries’ exchange rates more or less stable against the dollar. The system worked so long as everyone played by the dollar-bound rules, and so long as the United States remained able to exchange dollars for gold at a fixed price (the ‘gold window’). The US gold guarantee was the anchor of the world’s monetary system.


But the global economy had undergone enormous transformations during the boom of the Golden Age. As recently as 1966 the total value of US manufacturing production had been more than that of Europe and Japan combined. With other countries running trade surpluses, they put more and more pressure on the dollar. In the 1970s the United States finally lost its position of global primacy and the whole system began to crumble. The inflationary financing of the Vietnam War and the Great Society programmes at home, combined with the general growth in financial liquidity, forced the British, first of all, to devalue in 1967, with the Germans revaluing in 1969.2 Dollars had begun accumulating in other countries and it was no longer clear that, if push came to shove, the United States would be able to buy them back with a sufficient amount of gold. The Kennedy and Johnson administrations tried every possible means to mitigate this problem. But by 1971, US dollar liabilities, which had risen to $70 billion, were now backed by just $13 billion of gold. Hence at the very moment when national economies were struggling with a series of seemingly intractable economic downturns, the entire global economy was in the unfortunate position of being already dramatically over-leveraged.3 


Something had to give. And in May 1971 it did, in the form of an escalating wave of currency speculation that soon affected the whole international economy. Before long, European central banks feared the situation was getting out of control, and unilaterally decided to stop buying dollars. Instead they began buying German marks, forcing the Bundesbank to buy dollars in their place, just to keep the system afloat. But fearful of being drawn into a spiral of inflation of the sort that had precipitated the decline of the Weimar Republic half a century before, the Bundesbank shut down its currency operations: the Deutschmark now floating freely. It was followed in quick succession by the rest of Europe’s central banks. Over the course of a few weeks, the world economy had gone into gridlock and the greatest currency crisis since the Great Depression was underway. For three months the markets remained in a state of limbo, not knowing how the world’s treasuries and central banks – and the US Federal Reserve in particular – would respond. News outlets, meanwhile, were busily speculating about a return to the economic-cum-political madness of the 1930s. 


‘They will electrify the world’


This was the turmoil that was registering on Paul Volcker’s telex machine in that July of 1971. Volcker could perhaps best be described as a conservative with radical instincts. When it came to economic policy he was also well aware of ‘the enormous gap between beautiful concept and practical application’. Yet the revolution soon underway was his idea as much as anyone else’s, blueprinted by a commission run in his name and presented to the incoming Secretary of the Treasury, John Connally, in March 1971. Connally was a voluble Texan, whose economic knowledge was often derided within the administration. He was also a consummate politician – a ‘couth LBJ’ – and he had demanded to be brought up to speed. 


The report Volcker delivered, ‘Contingency Planning: Options for the International Monetary Problem’, imagined a pre-emptive response to the rapidly escalating currency instability, and included a massive devaluation of the dollar that would make American manufactures competitive again. Since the shock this was likely to transmit around the world risked a stock market collapse, Volcker also proposed a wage-price freeze at home: it would demonstrate that the United States was willing to take its share of the heat as well. After listening to the plan, Connally’s ‘eyes widened’, presumably at the implied refusal of US commitment to gold above all. He then ‘carefully placed [the memo] in his briefcase, as though he were a college freshman securing the answers to a big exam’.4


The plan was unambiguously bold. But as Volcker saw it, as he pulled his ideas together in the early summer of 1971 from his office on the second floor of the elegant, marble-clad Treasury building, the higher the stakes were felt to be the better: it would mean other countries would be more inclined to accept what he knew would be an unpalatable, if necessary, solution – a devaluation of the dollar and a move to partially floating currencies. To many in the Treasury this was far too radical an approach. But it was also just the sort of aggressive response that Nixon naturally gravitated towards at times of danger. It was perhaps no wonder, then, that within two years the New York Times would have Volcker down as ‘the Henry Kissinger of monetary diplomacy’.5 


Like Kissinger, Volcker had a way of seeing things through in the heat of the moment. Arthur Burns, Nixon’s chairman of the Federal Reserve, was one of those against the idea from the start: ‘they will electrify the world,’ he said of Volcker’s intended policies. But by the time Volcker’s proposal was made public in August, the president had kicked such concerns into touch, for he had by now repackaged the whole thing as nothing less than a ‘New Economic Policy’ for the times. Delivered to the world as a fait accompli – Nixon neglected even to warn the IMF in advance – the United States now suspended its commitment to purchasing dollars with gold forthwith. For good measure it also imposed a surcharge on imports into the United States. Just as Burns had predicted, the announcement sparked consternation everywhere, even among the Americans who stood to do best from the deal. Such a wholesale upending of the system was further evidence, Burns sniped, that the Nixon administration knew practically nothing about economics. It would be a propaganda coup for the Soviets; Pravda, he warned, would ‘headline this as a sign of the collapse of capitalism’.6 


Reluctant though they may have been, the other G10 ministers saw it for what it was: the only available solution to the fact that the international economy had outgrown the frameworks laid down to govern it. Increasingly it became clear that the gold window would remain permanently closed. The era of Bretton Woods was over. During a final summit meeting at Washington’s Smithsonian Institute in December, the world’s financial leaders duly gave the new, semi-floating exchange rate system their approval (in exchange for Connally agreeing to drop the further demand by the United States for greater burden-sharing over the costs of NATO). It was a grudging consensus that was forged, however. Europeans blamed the Americans for whipping up an international monetary storm. The Americans blamed the build-up of dollar surpluses, in export-oriented economies like Germany, for putting pressure on the system in the first place. For his part, Nixon was upbeat and referred to his plan as ‘the most significant monetary agreement in the history of the world’. Volcker, who was a realist if nothing else, was rather less optimistic. ‘I hope it lasts three months,’ he muttered.7 


It did, but not much more. As the election loomed, Nixon wanted more people in work, and for this he was prepared to accept a little more inflation. Arthur Burns at the Federal Reserve duly lowered US interest rates and the US economy heated up again. Other countries, who already had more than enough domestic inflation for their tastes, were not inclined to follow and pressure in the international system built up once again. Britain was the first to break ranks, in 1972, and to float unilaterally outside the recently established ‘bands’. But Nixon professed not to care about the problems the Smithsonian Agreement was leading to: ‘I don’t give a shit about the Lira,’ he declared, when informed of the currency crisis this had precipitated in Italy, as the Italian government tried desperately to hold the new line. 


With Italy’s woes in the back of their mind, other countries soon decided that they did care, however, and that, like the British, they too were better out of the new system than in it. By early 1973, therefore, it was becoming palpably clear that a move to a completely free exchange system was inevitable. A combination of the Nixon administration’s electoral ambitions had provided the nudge, the emergence of new short-term financial markets had provided the means (by enabling markets to process round the clock currency trades) and new economic thinking, such as Volcker’s, provided the ideas.8 The value of national currencies would now be determined not by government intervention and management but by, and through, the financial markets.


From the point of view of US businesses, all this presaged a short-term sense of relief: a known risk is better than an unknown risk after all. ‘It’s very rare that you can be as unqualifiedly bullish as you can now,’ an ambitious young economic consultant, Alan Greenspan, advised both his private clients and the newly re-elected president.9 Some of the United States’ competitiveness was restored, improving the look of the economy (on paper at least) and Nixon easily won re-election in November. But the calm at the eye of the storm soon passed and currencies began wildly fluctuating once more. Thus did the economic freedom some countries believed they would find outside the Bretton Woods straitjacket turn out to be severely constrained by the defensive corrals they were now forced into by ever-more volatile international capital flows, and the speculators behind them. 


For their part, ordinary citizens may not have noticed all this buffeting in the money markets and may not have minded if they had – since the consequences were hardly obvious in the short term. But as the value of the dollar in particular now began to decline, one influential group of actors did notice. And they minded rather a lot, because the value of every barrel of oil they sold was denominated in US dollars: the currency in which they were required to pay for their imported trucks, their electronic components, and the building materials needed to sustain their breakneck industrial development. That group of actors was the oil exporters’ cartel: OPEC.10 And it did not take long for them to voice their protest rather more strongly. 


The OPEC Crisis


On the afternoon of 6 October 1973, Egyptian forces launched the first prong of a surprise attack against Israel, traversing the Suez Canal in the south, while Syrian tanks stormed through the Golan Heights to the north. The war began on the Jewish Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur, and raised tensions between the two superpowers to a level not seen since the Missile Crisis of 1962. In Washington, Kissinger saw a ‘three out of four chance’ of Soviet troop intervention and placed US forces on high alert. The Soviets, who had 20,000 military personnel on the ground in Egypt, embarked on days of ‘wild, frantic work’ as the US Sixth Fleet and the Soviet Mediterranean Squadron circled one another at full alert out to sea.11 Meanwhile the Soviets were desperately prevailing upon their Egyptian and Syrian allies not to undertake the war, partly to sustain the wider climate of Cold War détente that suited them rather well. Egypt’s Anwar Sadat would have done better to listen at this point. For though initially caught by surprise, Israel quickly regrouped to drive the Syrians out of the Golan Heights and the Egyptian army all the way back across the Suez Canal, where Ariel Sharon, an army major with a prime ministerial future, soon had a large portion of it cut off and surrounded. By 25 October the fighting itself was over. A ceasefire was agreed. Israel had stood its ground. 


The true impact of the invasion for the Western powers was to come later, however. For the OPEC nations now grasped their opportunity to fight back against what they saw as the United States’ politically motivated reduction in the value of the dollar. Just hours after Nixon had requested $2.2 billion from Congress for emergency aid to Israel, the Arabs embargoed all oil shipments to the United States. But more significantly, all of OPEC, including Iran and Venezuela, announced on 16 October a new benchmark price for oil: $5.16 per barrel – more than twice what it had been at the start of the year.12 They then began deliberately cutting back on the supply of oil in general. ‘Let ’em, what can they do?’ was how the ever-bullish John Connally had responded, in early 1971, to the suggestion that other countries might retaliate if the United States unilaterally closed the Gold Window and allowed the value of the dollar to fall. Now it was discovering what some of them could in fact do. ‘The industrial world will have to realize that the era of their terrific progress and even more terrific income based on cheap oil is finished,’ crowed the Shah of Iran.13


To make matters worse, the industrialised West was forced to discover this at a moment when the world was already beset by crop failures and food shortages, and commodity prices were skyrocketing. It was the dramatic changes in the price of oil, the one commodity that Western political life had come to rely on, that truly upset the cart. As with much else during the Golden Age, the price of oil had for long risen lower than the rate of inflation: an unacknowledged boon to the West, explicable because oil supply, in the immediate post-war era, was managed predominantly by Western companies. This was why OPEC had been founded in the first place: to redress this colonial inheritance by coordinating the nationalising ambitions of those countries in which the oil was found. Already in the early 1970s it had been steadily looking for ways to increase the price of oil as more and more production was taken back into national hands. The geopolitical crisis sparked by the Yom Kippur War merely radicalised OPEC’s ambitions, providing the justification for a much more assertive approach. 


The post-war years of plenty were over, then. What is more, they had ended at a moment of heightened existential fears in the West. For coming as it did in the aftermath of the Club of Rome’s 1972 Limits to Growth report, with its widely spread message about the extent of industrial society’s reliance upon unsustainable resources, OPEC’s dramatically revealed chokehold on the global oil supply was endowed with an almost apocalyptic air from the moment the pipelines began to run dry. Already by the 1970s Europe depended upon oil for around 60 per cent of its energy production: substantially more in fact than the United States. But without wishing to threaten either the rate of profit on the one hand, or people’s livelihoods on the other, governments found that their hands were now resolutely tied. 


In America Nixon sought to parry the rising cost of oil by slashing environmental regulations, opening up the long-blocked Trans-Alaska pipeline and inaugurating a future social conflict over fracking without much addressing the underlying problem of the moment.14 The tide would not in any case be stopped. In the summer of 1973 the global economy looked to have survived the worst of the break-up of Bretton Woods. By the time winter set in, growth forecasts were being slashed everywhere from Denmark to Japan. The US Federal Reserve was hardly alone in its leap from bullish optimism to downright despair. ‘Income will be destroyed and consumer psychology dampened, and the upward momentum the economy still has at this point in the cycle may well be lost,’ one of its economists noted in December.15 Nearly every Western country saw a desperate effort to prune consumption and expenditure: be it petrol quotas and speed limits, or even, as in Britain, the working week itself (which was cut to just three days).


So far as OPEC saw things, however, it was not a lack of economic theory that was causing Western governments problems, but the fact that they were unwilling to conform to the very rules they had long dictated to others. As the promising young Arab economist, then head of OPEC’s Economic and Finance Department, Adnan Al-Janabi, pointed out, the rise in the price of oil was actually within the historical trajectory of the gold price of oil, which had fallen prior to 1973 as the value of the dollar fell, and there were ways to adapt to this. Framed thus, OPEC’s move to raise prices was as much a self-protecting correction as an act of economic aggression – the commodity equivalent, in fact, of what the United States had just done with the dollar standard. 


There was an element of truth in this – not that it was likely to win Al-Janabi many converts in the West, as people queued outside bakeries for bread or worked at their desks under duvets to keep warm. But unless Western governments and corporations were willing to countenance a reduction in their own sources of profit and taxable income, the oil price rises were always going to be passed on to consumers in the end. Thus did the rising price of oil initiated by OPEC soon feed into the already rising cost of living. This was the longer-term and by far the more damaging consequence of the OPEC price rise, both because inflation ultimately comes to affect everybody in society, and because – in the early 1970s – there suddenly seemed to be no effective means for reducing inflation. So it was that an additional spectre arose: this time, that of a persistent and deepening inflationary crisis, one more serious than any other inflationary episode outside of war for well over a century, and more widespread, too, by virtue of the sheer number of countries affected.16


The Great Inflation


‘It would be necessary to go back to the 1930s and the Great Depression’, wrote the American pollster Daniel Yankelovich in 1979, ‘to find a peacetime issue that had the country so concerned and so distraught.’17 It is not hard to see why. After decades of gently increasing inflation, wages and prices were already rising sharply at the start of the 1970s even before the decline of Bretton Woods and the OPEC oil shock arrived to magnify all this into a much larger cost of living problem. All of a sudden inflation was, in the words of the US Council of Economic Advisers, ‘a Hydra-headed monster, growing two new heads each time one was cut off’.18 And since unstable economies are rarely happy or healthy economies, it merely compounded the problem that inflation continued to rise even after unemployment also set in. 


In West Germany inflation was running higher by 1973 than it had done since 1952, prompting the government secretly to start planning for the fact that as many as 2 million jobs might be lost in the year to come.19 In the UK, it had reached as high as 19 per cent by 1975, while economic growth remained parked at zero and the country’s balance of payments deficit steadily worsened.20 The UK was one of the countries most acutely affected, given both the labour unrest it was suffering at home and the international exposures of its economy. But average inflation for the whole of OECD Europe ran at well over 10 per cent for much of the decade. And the situation was no better in America. Inflation there peaked at around 12 per cent in 1974 (up from an average of around just 1 per cent for the period 1958–64) with unemployment reaching around 8 per cent in 1975.21 As Pan American airlines put it simply in a 1974 advertising campaign: ‘Live today. Tomorrow will cost more.’ 


By the end of the decade inflation had joined death and taxes, the New Internationalist quipped, as one of the few undeniable certainties of life.22 What was especially worrying was the way that inflation now seemed to coincide with low growth and unemployment, which was the very opposite of what mainstream post-war economic theory held. It was the British Chancellor of the Exchequer Iain Macleod who coined the apposite term for this back in 1965: the problem, he said, was one of ‘stagflation’ – an ugly word that captured an ugly situation of inflation and economic stagnation.23 It had long been assumed, for the purposes of national planning, that policies to increase the one would invariably dissipate the other and that, in this way, a degree of equilibrium could be maintained. The usual trick, in fact, as Nixon had recently demonstrated, was to lower interest rates in the months leading up to elections – boosting employment, at the anticipated cost of a little more inflation – and then to right the ship during the years to follow. But with inflation and unemployment both now pushing into double digits, that trade-off no longer held, much less the political luxury of being able to choose between them. 


Inflation was, if anything, even worse in Italy, where political instability and industrial unrest intensified the wider economic pressures. By the middle of the decade the Western democracies had plunged, to a man, into their deepest recession since the 1930s. As the recession bit harder, and still nobody could agree on the necessary course of action, desperation was beginning to set in. Even as anti-inflation coalitions were set up, confidence drained from the economy. By the start of 1975 the US stock market stood at half what it had been in 1972.24 Unemployment soared and industrial production across the industrialised world had dropped by 10 per cent. 


Before the year was out, more bank failures had taken place than at any time in a generation.25 Eleven banks failed in America, and more across Europe. The Bank of England alone was forced to bail out twenty-six British banking outfits. The British government was not, however, able to contain rising prices on the one hand and worker unrest on the other. With its balance of payments in disarray, Britain was soon well on its way to requesting an IMF bailout in March of the following year. New York City too found itself teetering on the brink of bankruptcy when, on the morning of 17 October 1975, police cars were mobilised to serve papers on New York City’s banks. City lawyers were rushed to the Supreme Court to file a bankruptcy petition, and disaster was only staved off when Jack Bigel, an influential labour adviser, managed to persuade union leaders to post their collective retirement funds as collateral to support the city’s loans.26


Thus did the workers save New York’s financial elite (not for the first or last time). But in due course it was their own steadily rising unemployment that took over the headline news. This was especially concerning given both the extent to which Europe and America alike had enjoyed ‘full-employment’ economies for the past two decades and the fact that this was very much what the post-war social peace had been built upon. By the 1970s there simply wasn’t any collective experience of mass unemployment to look back to. There was accordingly considerably less tolerance for it. Unemployment had reached a low of just 1 per cent in Germany and the Netherlands at the start of the decade. By the middle of the decade it rose higher than 5 per cent on average in all of the major north European economies, Belgium and Ireland being particularly badly affected.27 For the workers themselves, things hadn’t been this bad since the Great Depression – but back then the problem was insufficient demand causing a deflation in prices and bankruptcies as firms failed to make ends meet. The problem this time was that unemployment now coincided with rising prices. This presented a double squeeze on the value of people’s incomes.


Countries were soon caught in a vicious wage-price spiral. Wage restraint had been another foundation stone of the post-war economic miracle, forged in the reconstructive ethic that emerged from the desolate landscape of 1945. Workers had come to expect gradually rising wages after two decades of economic growth. It was hard to understand that, for reasons that were at best highly abstract, this was no longer sustainable, especially in countries such as the Netherlands where workers had gone along with lower wages than they were entitled to so as to enable nationwide industrial development and modernisation. As they saw it, having kept to their side of the bargain they were now being told the whole deal was off.28 In the early 1970s they thus inclined towards following their Italian counterparts and demanding more. How else were they to purchase the items that advertisements were telling them now ranked among the necessities of life? 


As fears grew that inflation might be more persistent than in the past, unions too began to push for their members to demand compensatory increases.29 Governments on the whole – except in those countries where earlier indexing agreements made this impossible – acquiesced in these demands, at least to begin with. Yet the more that wages increased, the more the share of profit declined, and the less money there was available for investment – all of which further contributed to the economic slowdown. Higher wages thus ultimately fed through to higher costs, and the whole cycle began again. 


This was the rather awkward scenario the Western democracies found themselves confronting in earnest by 1973. And if it came later to some countries, such as Australia, and earlier to others, such as the heavily hit Netherlands, it nonetheless affected all alike. Those countries with well-entrenched structures for wage bargaining – the social and Christian democratic countries for the most part – generally fared better in the years to come. In Sweden and Austria, where wage negotiations between unions and employers’ federations were centrally organised, or directly overseen by the state, it was easier to limit the unhealthy spiral of wage hikes and price rises. In Germany too, where labour representatives sat on the boards of joint stock companies, there was a sufficient degree of transparency and trust in the systems of national bargaining to preserve a degree of mutual restraint in face of the mounting pressures each side confronted (unemployment also remained lower in Germany, it is true, since immigrant Turkish (and other) gastarbeiter labourers were the first to bear the brunt of the layoffs). 


Great Britain, which lacked the means of institutionalised wage bargaining and where unions were accountable largely to themselves, fared less well, Prime Minister Edward Heath’s failure to legislate his way out of the problem – combined with the particular intransigence of the miners’ union – ultimately serving to bring down the Tory government of 1974.30 What Heath and the Conservatives could not achieve through institutionalised negotiation the Labour Party that succeeded them sought to achieve through incentivisation instead, this time using welfare benefits as the carrot to encourage wage restraint. However, the problem with that strategy was that it ate further into the government’s finances. 


Public spending had previously remained relatively constant across Europe (if only because, for the first decade and a half after the Second World War, declining military budgets had offset rising social expenditures). Now governments everywhere turned to expansion of the welfare state as a last-ditch way of filling the void opened up by the economic downturn. Even in America, where outgoings on defence remained higher than in Europe, the share of government spending going to welfare rose steadily in the 1960s and dramatically so by the 1970s after Medicaid was established (in 1965). In Europe, social programmes were likewise expanded in countries like Germany, Sweden, the Netherlands and Denmark. Across the OECD government spending on welfare was rising dramatically, from 31 per cent to 40 per cent during the course of the 1970s. In Sweden it climbed as high as 59.8 per cent.31 Elsewhere labour replacement rates shot up as governments sought to soften the blow of unemployment and to maintain a basic level of confidence (most spectacularly in Denmark which saw rates rise from 25 per cent for the years between 1965 and 1972 to 42 per cent for the years between 1973 and 1979, and in Finland, which saw them jump from 5 to 27 per cent across the same period).32 


The result of all this, inevitably, was more public debt, especially in the United States with its massive military outlays on Vietnam. It became one more reason for governments to stay away from the once-favoured expansionary fiscal policies of their predecessors: the sort of economic policy that encourages investment and consumption alike. The post-Bretton Woods move to floating currencies further internationalised the problem by making it more likely that expansionary policies at home would export inflation elsewhere.33 What was more, this was all shaping up into the biggest fiscal squeeze of a generation at just the moment when the industrial basis of post-war economic growth – the underlying motor of the whole economy – was itself undergoing a profound, and unsettling, transformation. 


The Crisis of the Industrial Society


What were the forces driving these economic upheavals? For all that OPEC may have plunged the Western democracies into a short-term recession, the impact was magnified considerably by a more profound transformation underway in the nature of capitalism, in the production and circulation of goods, and in the way that society itself was organised around this. Two developments in particular were critical. First, as 1968 had made clear, the age of the Fordist-style factory was coming to an end, for Westerners at least. The mass industrialism that had powered the advanced industrial economies through the first half of the century was being replaced by new and increasingly distanced models of production, sending parts of the manufacturing process to Asia – and jobs with them. This placed Western manufacturers on the receiving end of a competitive system that had thus far worked largely in their favour.


The changes hit industries and manufacturing regions that relied on older technologies, and materials like coal and steel, hardest of all. Japan sold just 403 vehicles to the United States in 1957; by 1975 it was selling around 800,000 (around 10 per cent of the entire market).34 The oil shock was part of the reason for this: the OPEC oil crisis was as much a boon to Japanese car manufacturers as it was a plague for American and European producers. But the underlying issue wasn’t just about volumes: it was about what Japan was producing. As Ford executive Hal Sperlich later put it: ‘suddenly what they [Japan] had was hot and what Detroit had was not’.35 Driven forward by the relentless press of technological innovation unleashed during the Golden Age itself, the Western world’s economies were tied in physically to their older manufacturing systems, through decades of accumulated factory plant and employment pools. All of this would have to be uprooted if they wished to compete in the coming era of more specialised activity: an era in which services ranked higher and patterns of work would ideally be more ‘flexible’. 


The transition to innovation-based growth was hardly made easier – indeed it was seriously complicated – by a second underlying economic fracture, and what was in fact the single most critical development of the moment: the sudden decline in productivity growth that set in during the autumn of 1973, never fully to return. Unlike the oil crisis, in whose wake it arrived, this was an actual reversal from the benign economic conditions of the past two decades. And since it could not be seen at the petrol pump or on the evening news its arrival, like some debilitating disease, passed more or less unremarked to begin with. But more than any other single factor it was this that would force a change in the nature of industrial output, and that would reshape the tenor of relations between workers, employers and the state.


For market-based economies, productivity growth is the elixir that gives the whole capitalist system its cherished effect. Economists often measure it as the amount of output produced by one hour of labour: a measure that can be increased by adding technological, managerial or knowledge-based improvements into the mix, thereby making production more efficient. For most of the post-war era, the value of what one average worker could produce in an hour had grown steadily. That meant firms’ profits grew, wages could be improved, consumption expanded, and governments could rake in more by way of tax receipts. It was, as one commentator put it, the ‘virtuous circle that put the glow on the Golden Age’.36 


When productivity growth fell off in the autumn of 1973, that virtuous circle turned vicious: firms cut wages to maintain their falling profits; workers found they had less money to spend on non-essential items; and governments struggled on both counts to maintain their tax receipts, forcing them to tax more or spend less. The pivot downwards after 1973 was dramatic. In the United States, economic growth ran 25 per cent lower for the period 1973 to 1998 compared with the previous twenty-five years. In France and Germany, it ran at less than half. Meanwhile those two countries saw their annual rate of growth drop from around 5 per cent to 2 per cent.37 


Such figures may not seem very dramatic, but small differences in the rate of change – which is what compound growth concerns – quickly translate into large differences over time. And these losses of several percentage points in just a few years were more than enough to open up a worrying disparity between government spending, which was growing rapidly, and GDP growth, which was falling in the wake of declining productivity.38 This made politicians even more anxious. They worried, and not without reason, that if such a state of affairs continued, people would lose confidence in the ability of governments not only to balance the books but also to maintain economic order. 


The fact that not one but several factors were at play here exacerbated the scale of the problem. The one-off gains of rural to urban migration, the sheer scale of the bounce back from wartime economies that needed repairing and infrastructures that needed rebuilding, the backlog of the wartime innovations that steadily came on tap to underpin peacetime production processes, the boost to productivity that came from mixing all this with steadily improving education to create a wealthy and willing labour force, all had been largely used up. In truth, the only really durable solution to the sudden loss of productivity growth in those years would not come until the arrival of mass computerisation. But computers would not exist as a universally available platform technology until the 1990s. 


In the meantime, the Americans and Europeans responded in different ways to the challenge of trying to nurture their economies back to life. The European approach was to target key sectors of their (somewhat smaller) economies: the French invested in aerospace, the Norwegians in oil, the Italians in textiles and the Germans in heavy industry. Almost all of them competed with each other in the area of automobiles, where the Germans cultivated niches at the quality end of the spectrum, while the British and Italians went for scale. Industries clustered together: most famously in northern Italy, where the idea of the ‘industrial district’ soon took off, as smaller firms realised it was in their interest to stop competing with one another and to begin to find more collaborative ways to cooperate across the product cycle. 


At this point the United States had an advantage in two things, technical know-how and economies of scale, and US businesses therefore sought to harness the one to the other, via knowledge-intensive industries, so as to maximise the returns of high technology. The United States had a natural advantage here: it had long invested a great deal more in research and development in an effort to sustain its parity with the Soviet Union, and to run its space programme and wider Cold War military industrial complex. It invested 8 per cent of its national income in research, for example, something no European country even came close to achieving. In computing, it spent more than five times what the whole of Western Europe spent on research and development. The result was a more competitive industrial regime than that being developed in Europe. It also proved more willing to tolerate higher unemployment than the Europeans.


However, it was the European economies that initially seemed to have fared better in the transition to ‘post-Fordism’. Sustained by a rich ecosystem of regional banks and regional policy directives, wedded into the steadily expanding architecture of the EEC, and channelling their products for the most part to markets not very far distant, the production base of European capitalism soon regained its balance after the shocks of the early 1970s. In America the pay-off would come later – perhaps inevitably given the extent and nature of the investments – and would be that much greater for it: Silicon Valley’s own golden age lay some years ahead. But in both cases the changes were felt most of all in the short term: on the shop floor and in the domestic lives of workers. 


In Europe, where firms were still more closely embedded in local communities – one thinks of Rover in Oxford, or of heavy machine industry in Alsace – employers might worry about the consequences of industrial change for ‘their’ workers. But as industry disaggregated, it was on the whole a colder, more ‘businesslike’ face that now confronted the modern worker. David Roderick, chairman of US Steel, summed up the new ethos in 1971: ‘The duty of management is to make money not steel,’ he declared.39 There was a ‘new spirit of capitalism’, as management theorists were soon insisting, and it was re-imagining how workers and consumers were to be treated. A new breed of ‘managers’ – men like Roderick, who knew models of accounting and finance better than the industries of the companies they ran – soon also emerged to take these new ideas forward. 


Crucially, this new style of capitalism no longer feared uncertainty but embraced it as a logic of accumulation: the more unsure consumers were the more they could be encouraged that this or that product was for them. The arts of advertising had already shown this for the mass-consumer; but henceforth consumption would become increasingly individualised. The constant change in people’s daily lives that this encouraged fed into the wider trend towards social fragmentation: ‘private opulence amid public squalor’, as John Kenneth Galbraith famously put it in 1958. For workers themselves, be they agricultural or industrial, such changes could mean either greater opportunities to change one’s career, or the loss of jobs that only recently seemed assured for life: and, inevitably, there were social as much as economic implications to all of this.


The new citizen-consumers were far from being passive subjects for one. Consumer groups and industry advocates had all helped to politicise consumption and to place it at the heart of post-war democratic politics: for some, African American women in particular, consumer politics were often the only way of acting politically (though it was also one of the primary vectors of their exclusion from society).40 Searching for ‘the best buy’ was also about searching for the right policy-mix, or else voting it in. Material goods came to embody broader ideas of social mobility and even, increasingly, political identity: ‘men were affiliated less by what they believed’, observed the American Daniel Boorstin in the language of 1973, ‘than by what they consumed’ – though it was equally true, as Betty Friedan pointed out, that a great many women were equally affiliated by their enclosure within the ‘comfortable concentration camps’ of suburban domestic living.41 Capitalism was thus regulated on behalf of consumers before it was regulated on behalf of abstract values such as the environment. Nonetheless, the distributional politics of access to consumer goods changed from the 1970s onwards, in part highlighted by the reappearance of scarcity in such basic materials as oil, and in part by citizens’ unwillingness to pay more for what many of them experienced as less. 


By the end of the 1970s there was very little in the world of employment, welfare and work that had not been transformed by the reorganisation of capitalism that was underway. Added to these changes were a number of significant demographic shifts: women and immigrants alike entered the workforce, the structure of which changed to keep up, and the role of individuals in family units changed. These shifts fed into the problem of stagnating productivity growth. For all that the unemployment rate was creeping upwards, it ought not to be forgotten that the United States, for example, had created 11 million new jobs – mainly taken up by women and the young – during the decade. But these being primarily service sector jobs of the coming tertiary age, they added little to the amount of output per worker.42


Fewer people now worked on or were meaningfully connected to the land. Food produce had to come from abroad, with the number of those employed on domestic farms falling from 33 per cent in 1960 to 13 per cent in 1981 in West Germany, from 8 per cent to 3 per cent in the United States, and from 22 per cent to 9 per cent in France. Mining collapsed, and industrial employment also fell in most countries. The service sector, by contrast – telecoms, real estate, professional services, and so on – grew everywhere: from 26 to 47 per cent of the workforce in Spain, from 47 to 61 per cent in UK and from 50 to 62 per cent in Australia. It would only keep on growing throughout the decades to come. The era of unprecedented growth had transitioned to one of ‘diminishing returns’.43


As people left the country and moved to the city, urban planners struggled to keep up. Unable to meet the inflow of new workers effectively enough, cheap accommodation was thrown up on the outskirts of cities. In 1968, Ronan Point, one particularly ugly high-rise in the London borough of Newham, partially collapsed after a simple gas cooker exploded, yet the building remained inhabited until the 1980s. In some cases it was simply rampant corruption that lay behind the widespread failure to accommodate the new realities of demography and late capitalist work: as with Le Piagge, a project outside Florence, built to house up to 14,000 residents but which provided the 8,000 who actually moved there with no services at all;44 or as with the hasty construction of the University of Nanterre on the outskirts of Paris, the source of all the troubles in 1968. 


In other cases it was simply social prejudice, which sharpened as the economic climate of the Golden Age began to dim. In the banlieues of Paris, populated by Algerians, West Africans and, critically, the poorer strata of the white working class, a form of implicit geographic segregation was established: on the one side, the new business district of La Défense, where Paris’s old rule preventing no building from being higher than 100 metres was waived to allow a new generation of financial skyscrapers to announce the city’s entrance into the new global economy; on the other, the Le Corbusien horrors of the poorly serviced projets. America needed no lessons in urban segregation at this point. Its urban crisis was already underway, as the former north-eastern and Midwestern industrial cities transformed themselves into a ‘rust belt’ of ‘shattered storefronts and fire-scarred apartments’. The causes of this urban hollowing were multiple, fusing the transformation of work with ingrained injustices of housing and race. But ‘[t]he faces that appear in the rundown houses, the homeless shelters, and social agencies in these urban wastelands are predictably familiar. Almost all are people of colour.’45


More surprising was the extent to which German and even Scandinavian cities like Malmö in Sweden, where recession broke the back of its proud shipbuilding industry, also divided along ethnic lines. In Germany, the failure to incorporate the growing number of foreign workers and their families led to historically freighted fears of school ghettos (schulghetto) that would ‘raise the Negros of our society’.46 In Göteborg, immigrants began arriving in growing numbers, drawn not to the Nordic economy as they had been for decades, but to its freedoms, and in flight from persecution in Eastern Europe and then gradually further afield. Increasingly they too clustered together, all of which undercut – ironically – the prevailing social democratic culture of integration into society and the labour market that had drawn them in the first place.47


By the early 1970s, these urbanising populations had brought to public consciousness the twin problems of crime and alienation. The two problems conjoined and were lodged in the popular imagination through a resurgence of concerns about the social ‘underclass’ – a new sociological category that would haunt elites as the background of every uprising and riot. Just as with its precursor of a century before – the ‘molten mass’ of the Victorian city – the modern underclass was two things at the same time. It was a demographic reality – a persistent body of individuals prevented from participating fully in work and society (though efforts to give immigrants full voting rights, as in Sweden in 1975, ameliorated this) – and it was an imaginary construct: the product of wealthier citizens’ fears and anxieties. 


Fears of an underclass, of their resentments and of their obvious lack of employment opportunities were frequently sufficient to associate them with another problem: crime. Germans, for example, feared what the ‘radical social decline’ of an immigrant ‘subculture’ implied for German society at large. On one level there is some evidence to suggest that such fears were well founded: violent crime was increasing during these years (it would begin to tail off in the early 1990s) in Europe, and much more strongly in the United States (and to a degree in Canada).48 The more relevant statistics reveal that the effects of this violent crime were highly concentrated both locally and ethnically. What mattered was how the crime came to be perceived. And in this respect it was the social fears – and in some cases sheer paranoia – associating crime with the white working class and ethnic minorities that came to direct policy: nor were those same fears of social mixing in Germany allayed by such headlines as Der Spiegel’s ‘The Turks Are Coming: Run For Your Lives!’ (1973).49 It was nothing if not fitting that the very concept of ‘moral panic’ was coined now, in 1972, with sociologist Stanley Cohen’s study of ‘mod culture’ (and other ‘folk devils’). 


Mods were one thing: a ‘cultural’ intrusion only for those with sensitive eardrums. But those who were different by virtue of language, dialect, or above all the colour of their skin, were something else entirely. And it was growing concerns about the rise of this particular underclass that led many governments in the 1970s to try to tackle the issue of social integration as if it were a problem of the members of those groups themselves. In Europe and the Antipodes, governments primarily addressed it through efforts to manage immigration, or more particularly to manage immigrants, which was certainly ironic. It was immigration, along with international trade, that made post-war Europe’s economic miracle possible in the first place. Northern European economies benefited from the inflow of migrants from the southern European nations: Italians first, to Belgium to work in the mines in the late 1940s, and then to Germany in the 1950s. After them came Greeks and Spaniards in the 1960s.50 These workers often squeezed the last drops of value out of the old heavy industries of the north, their precarious residency papers ensuring they were also the first – as in Germany – to be laid off when the new post-industrial economy arrived to beat out the old. 


The economic slowdown of the early 1970s did more than simply stop up this cross-border flow of people that had characterised the previous decades. It also changed the character of the immigrants (increasingly they would come only from the Balkans and war-torn countries further afield and they would not be seasonal workers but permanent aspirants). And it gave increasing prominence to ethnic and cultural integration as a problem of government. So it was that in 1968 – the year of Enoch Powell’s culture-splitting ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech – the civic requirements for obtaining British citizenship were upended in the direction of ethnic qualification thanks to a new rule on the need to have a British parent. By 1971, the UK’s Immigration Act had little-mentioned (but barbed) clauses on ‘repatriation’. Germany already had such a definition, but its 1965 Foreigners Act was ‘an even more stringent measure than the National Socialist legislation it replaced: expulsion no longer depended on the behavior of the individual worker but simply on the needs of the state.’51 


France, Denmark and Switzerland all imposed limits on foreign workers in the early 1970s, as did New Zealand in 1974. Such moves were not simply knee-jerk xenophobia (though that was certainly true in Switzerland). They were in part a recognition that governments had lost control (immigrants were no longer invited; they just came); though so too had the unions and social groups who once tried to accommodate immigrant members. They were also the first indication of the inevitable: the fact that the Western welfare state as it existed could not forever survive their incorporation (especially in a country like France which, fearful of demographic decline, had long promised ‘to make Frenchmen out of foreigners’). In Germany, economic contraction after the oil crisis of 1973 convinced a government already toying with closing the gates to stop recruiting foreign workers altogether (tripling the fees charged to firms for employing them, for example). Sweden began setting limits in 1972.52 


The situation was different in America where the level of immigration was just, at this moment, beginning to increase – in part because it was a much larger country and there was still scope for a reserve supply of cheap foreign labour. But like the Europeans, American policymakers also fretted about their ability to maintain control over national economic policy in the face of immigration’s increasingly international scope. The young Italian economist Ricardo Parboni summed it up best: ‘… all [Western] nations have to live through the same impossible situation: They have to carry through a basic mutation in their model of government and their mode of social control while facing at the same time a crisis from within and a crisis from without.’53 


It was precisely the dual nature of the problem that made the economic situation in the 1970s so turbulent. In 1977 steel plants in Ohio and western Pennsylvania had largely followed David Roderick’s reasoning, and announced massive closures just years after extracting costly tax incentives and infrastructure improvements from local governments. Labour organisers were so outraged as to suggest – at the height of the Cold War – that they be seized and converted into community-owned outfits.54 This was hardly realistic, even had there been a consensus for doing so, since far from being seized, companies and firms were more likely to be relocating elsewhere. This rendered seizure as a tactic rather ineffective, while creating its own problem of a growing mismatch between national workers and their increasingly international employers. In fact, firms had often grown to such a vast size that they now entered directly into strategic alliances with states, or else they formed new alliances among themselves so as to manage that growing discrepancy. From such vantage points they could prevail upon governments to assist them with their more demanding, specialised labour requirements, or simply threaten to leave if they did not. 


This turned out to be a raw bargain for states to enter into (though most entered into it anyway): for with technological improvements, the largest corporations were employing fewer workers anyway. Fortune 500 companies employed no more people in total after 1970. Meanwhile the number of new (and smaller) businesses doubled, many of them providing subcontracting and consultancy services to the older, more established firms. In response to the falling rate of profit, then, the basic ecosystem of the economy was becoming more complex as firms, governments and individuals all embarked upon a search for the benign conditions they had been enjoying until just a few years previously. The rate of product innovation grew, which was to be celebrated, offering people an ever-expanding range of items to desire. At the same time the longevity of these new products, if not their quality, declined by an almost equal measure. The political economy necessary to sustain the age of plastics had arrived. But firms and businesses were running faster to cover the same basic ground, and workers were inevitably bearing the brunt. The stage was accordingly set for a major stand-off between the two. 


The Crisis Bites (Capital vs. Labour)


‘It is clear to me that the entire structure of our society is being challenged,’ observed David Rockefeller, the youngest member of the most powerful capitalist family in America, from the boardroom at Chase Manhattan Bank in 1971.55 Students had inaugurated the upheavals of the early seventies in 1968, but it was workers who protested for longer, who remained on the streets throughout the decade. As classes and communities became polarised, governments found themselves unable to prevail upon the different factions of society in pursuit of political and economic harmony. America was rocked by racial strife and protests over Vietnam. But problems were just as apparent in Europe, and everywhere, including in Australia and New Zealand, the Keynesian consensus was in upheaval. Industrial unrest grew. As economic conditions worsened, workers and their unions and employers became steadily less willing to compromise their own interests in the name of the greater good of industrial harmony.


The first serious sign of dissent came when a wave of major strikes swept through the Netherlands and West Germany in 1966.56 The Netherlands saw the gradual tearing up of wage agreements under pressure of disagreement on both sides. The German experience was more dramatic and, given the historical echoes, concerning. Confronted by just a mild recessionary episode in 1966–7, Ludwig Erhard’s CDU-CSU coalition foundered in the face of regional elections in Bavaria: elections that saw the extreme right NDP win nearly 8 per cent of the vote, replacing one of Erhard’s minor coalition partners, the FDP. The establishment duly declared itself vulnerable to economic discontent (this was what was presumed to be fuelling the return of a muscular nationalism) and it began publishing concerned, if not outright alarmist, reports such as ‘Inflation und Rezession zerstören die Demokratie’ (Inflation and Recession Destroy Democracy).57 


In Britain, such words earned the disdain of the ever-sanguine British liberal Ralf Dahrendorf, who dubbed the German government a ‘cartel of anxiety’ (and who probably recognised that establishment commitments to democracy, per se, were not rock solid in Germany either). But worker discontent scarcely died away in the years to come.58 Dahrendorf’s own government had effectively abandoned any effort to maintain a traditional post-war era incomes policy under pressure from the trade unions. Wages accordingly exploded in Great Britain by 14 per cent in 1970 alone. The Conservative government that succeeded Wilson’s Labour government that year responded with a statutory wage policy and sought drastically to constrain the unions via the Industrial Relations Act of 1971 and the courts. That was not to the unions’ liking at all, least of all, the miners. 


With the oil crisis as their alibi, the unions went out on strike and ultimately threw the Conservatives from power early in 1974.59 Miners were not the only ones unhappy at work. In 1976 six Asian women walked out of the Grunwick photo-processing plant in Willesden in London in protest at conditions (women were required to ask their male supervisors to use the toilet). The act not only added to the general sea of discontent, it brought home to predominantly white male union chiefs that the Western workforce had become much browner and more female in its make-up. They stayed on strike for two years and, when the Trades Union Congress (TUC) withdrew its support, they stopped eating to demonstrate their continued commitment.


Unrest became the norm elsewhere too. In Australia, 1974 saw a record number of industrial disputes in an economy already buckling at the knees. Two million workers went on strike, taking 6.3 million workdays with them: twice what it had been in 1971, which itself was hardly a year of industrial quiet.60 The most visible victim of the Australian workers’ discontent, improbably enough, was Frank Sinatra. During a performance in Melbourne Sinatra had fulminated, in his inimitable way, about the male ‘parasites’ and the female ‘broads and hookers’ of the Australian press pack following him around. In so doing he incurred the wrath of unions whose blood was already up (Melbourne, it should be recalled, was the city that had given international feminism its own anthem in Helen Reddy’s ‘I Am Woman’). Hotel workers refused to bring room service to old ‘crankie Frankie’, as they dubbed him; airport refuellers ‘black-banned’ his plane, and Sinatra was put under effective siege in his room for three days. Bob Hawke, another future prime minister but at this time a national union boss, warned Sinatra that unless he publicly apologised, his stay in the country might be ‘indefinite’.61


The country that truly led this wave of labour militancy was Canada, however. More even than in Italy – which had inaugurated the seventies as a decade of labour struggle with the ‘hot autumn’ (autunno caldo) of 1969 coming out of Turin – more days were lost due to strikes in Canada than anywhere else: nearly 11 million working days in 1975 (ten times the figure for 1963 and enough to ensure that Trudeau lost the confidence of the people in his ability to manage the economy).62 Canadian leaders emerged from this stand-off concerned that the country was backsliding relative to other Western democracies and, as in Britain, this encouraged them to engage in a series of more radical policy solutions – wage controls, foreign investment reviews and monetary growth targets among them.


Each of these struggles grew out of its own national context. In Italy industrial decline unleashed an outpouring of radical labour movements, from operaismo to the Fazzoletti Rossi (Red Bandanas), conducted largely outside the traditional labour movement. What in Italy was about workplace democracy and worker autonomy had in Germany a more militant bent. But what ultimately united them was an awareness that society was changing and a concern as to which parts of society were going to bear the costs of that transition. What workers were defending was not just their own incomes against inflation (for all that this was how the workerist movements of the era were often portrayed). They were defending more generally the primary benefits, as they saw them, of a now rapidly fracturing political consensus: above all their right to autonomy. The sheer range and extent of some of the proposals put forward underscores this: Rudolf Meidner’s plans for union ownership of corporate profits in Sweden, the German unions’ turn to Strukturpolitik and co-determination, the French turn to autogestion, the British Labour Party’s elaboration of its vermilion-hued Alternative Economic Strategy.63 Even as faith in communism was being eroded, then, there was a distinct upsurge in democratic socialism during these years as workers and unions sought to gain control of capitalist economies. 


Fatefully, this was not to last. If it was labour that initially appeared to have the upper hand in the early 1970s, it was the interests of capital that ended the decade very much on top, and the reasons ought to detain us a moment. Part of the problem, as the Grunwick women had found, was the weakness (not the historically overhyped excess) of national trade union representatives. The unions’ growing concern with the bottom line of income levels was understandable. From 1951 to 1973 wages in the UK, for example, had risen by 72 per cent. Then from 1975 to 1977 the average worker saw their real wage decline more sharply than at any time since the Industrial Revolution.64 This was frighteningly dramatic, but ultimately it took their eye away from securing for their constituents an increased voice in economic decision-making: the British miners the quintessential example of the ultimately hollow victory these years represented for the Western working class at large. 


Part of the problem, too, was the extent to which these struggles now played out not on the national scale but between firms and different employment sectors. National union networks and class-based solidarities gave way to competition between unions themselves and more locally driven struggles over work. Even in Italy, which was perhaps the most intense scene of radical workerism throughout the decade, increasingly acrimonious splits occurred between competing factions: between those like Antonio Negri who looked outside the factory to the home, and those like Sergio Bologna who looked still to the streets. In a positive sense, this made those struggles much broader, more ‘social’, than before. It wasn’t any longer just about class, but about communities and values. When a major strike was voted on at Ford’s Dagenham plant in September 1978, it was ‘a forest of arms, white brown and ebony’ that went up as the motion was called.65


But this same diversity also made it much harder to institutionalise the demands of the moment, which turned out to be crucial to determining the political form that the new democratic order adopted, and which ensured that a revolutionary moment, while it certainly hovered in the background for much of the 1970s, informing the anxieties for which the era is still remembered today, never actually arrived. Europeans thus in practice began to ape Americans in the way that job security now became the gift of the individual firm, not the state, to provide; yet hopefully they looked to Japan and its myth of life-long, loyal employment to explain this to themselves.66


France was a revealing case in point. The Grenelle accords (secured at the height of the disruptions of May 1968) set the tone for the decade to come. The workers’ more ‘utopian’ demands for autonomy and better working conditions ultimately became the very thing (combined with a little heavy leaning by de Gaulle) that was used to defeat them: the workers were simply offered more ‘flexibility’ instead, and the wage increases they won were eaten away by inflation. Thereafter French workers found they had much more control over their individual working conditions, but less recourse to the sort of collective pressure that might actually limit their further exploitation. Class struggle had not gone away or been resolved in the 1970s, it had been re-articulated and de-massified. The very thing that made the uprisings of 1968 so radical – the combination of demands against both exploitation and alienation (the drudgery of work on ‘the line’) – was severed. Calls for egalitarianism and emancipation, for equality and personal freedom, were henceforth kept carefully apart by the interests of capital.67 


The ultimate reason for the workers’ defeat during these years, moreover, was not just that labour was fragmenting, but that business and capital – hitherto two separate sets of interests – were themselves beginning to align against them, in defence of what they saw as the crucial achievements of post-war democracy, above all its political stability (which made capital growth easier). As investors and businesses alike became more and more convinced of the need to rein in the wage demands that led either to inflation (which damaged returns to capital) or higher prices (which damaged profits to industry) they looked to one another to fight back. 


By the end of the decade this was apparent even in America. In 1976 a month-long strike by 165,000 Ford workers secured wage increases for the big three car manufacturers and an agreement to cut hours rather than jobs. But it also invited the wrath and a later backlash from industry and capital alike. Already by 1978 the door to Reaganism was cracked open, therefore, with the landmark Airline Deregulation Act and the slashing, by 40 per cent, of the top rate of capital gains tax. The beginning of the fightback against labour in the United States was thus already well in hand under Carter; as it was in much of Europe too, somewhat before the era of neoliberalism, properly speaking, got off the ground. Capital’s victory over labour was scored here in terms of a gradual restoration of the rate of profit, itself largely obtained on the back of a gradual decline in the proportion of national income being paid out in the form of wages: which for all of the strikes of the first half of the decade subsequently fell after 1974.68 The workers had saved Manhattan; now they would be saving Berlin and a great many other national economies to boot.


West German workers were perhaps the first to feel the full effects of this, followed by the Dutch and Italians in 1975. Australian workers began to feel the pinch in 1976, followed by Canadians in 1978.69 These workers’ lost share went primarily to the owners of capital, of the technology platforms we have already noted being adopted in an effort to restore productivity growth, and to those who could charge rents on their property – be that property physical or intellectual – and who could speculate rather than toil for a living. A longer-term consequence of this would be the affordability crisis in Western cities. A more immediate consequence was the undermining of organised labour. In the United States, the AFL-CIO opted not to fight back in the face of these developments. In Britain, unions grew more radical, but they did so in decreasing proportion to the concessions they were able to exact from their capital-owning counterparts. 


At the same time the governments who had for much of the post-war era sought to manage the competing demands of capital and labour now increasingly became active participants in the struggle themselves. In Australia the Gough Whitlam Labour government of 1972–5 found itself having to placate business at the expense of unions, and soon openly declared ‘the acquiescence of the unions’ as imminent, inaugurating a more or less permanent rift in the Labour–union alliance in that country.70 Governments like Whitlam’s unintentionally presented a further problem for the post-war working class, however, since having bet the farm with welfare payments (and especially retirement promises) over previous decades, they now had no choice but to find some way to recoup their outlay – and that meant raising taxes. This began to exert its own income squeeze on workers (the average Canadian, for example, seeing their income tax go up by 20 per cent between 1958 and 1985).71 But with worker unrest preventing the restoration of profits and rendering government finances unsustainable, governments came to the conclusion that if they could not appease all of their constituents all of the time, ultimately they had no choice but to side with the interests of capital. 


Amid the return of a worker militancy that initially set out to defend it, the post-war political consensus thus ultimately lost the confidence of the owners of capital who retained, still, the deciding vote over its future terms. As they saw it, democracy’s promise to make the world ‘safe for capitalism’ had been reneged upon. Since governments had failed to do this, a response was required.72 A more active business community began to coalesce. For their part, governments sensed there was more to be gained and less to be lost by cooperating more closely with big business, and as this realisation dawned they progressively loosened up the regulations on non-manufacturing sectors such as finance. This was an historic development. But it could not have come about without a concurrent, and no less dramatic, transformation in economic thought. For a new set of ideas was needed to bind this new alliance into place.


A New Consensus Emerges


By the mid 1970s the capitalist system on which Western democracy rested was experiencing its worst crisis since the Great Depression. On the one hand were the underlying problems of inflation, currency volatility and lost productivity growth; on the other was the related issue of worker militancy, which by the middle of the decade was preventing the restoration of profits for firms. Ultimately a solution to both sets of problems would be found not in the re-regulation of capitalism, as had eventually staunched the crisis of the interwar period, but through the re-imagination of the place of the market in the liberal democratic state. The management of the economy had swung one way in the 1930s; now it began swinging back the other. Under pressure from the inflationary crises of the 1970s, the great strength of Keynesianism – popular consent to economic outcomes – was revealed to have also been its Achilles heel. Governments were suddenly only too happy for others to take over the dubious privilege of responsibility for economic affairs.73 The scene was set for alternative voices to have their say.


The sources of this transformation were multiple. In some cases, as with the failure of the commission cobbled together by the IMF – the so-called C20 – which sought to draw up blueprints for a new international monetary system after the failure of Bretton Woods, they were unintended. The overwhelming pressures of the time, not least the impact of the oil crisis, doomed the efforts of the commission to failure. In light of such failures, and there now being no possibility of a return to managed international political economy, the only way forward – it seemed – was to embrace the forces of change by further deregulating the movement of capital.74 The power of money was likewise multiplying by the day as banks and corporations became increasingly international in their operation and as they responded to the loosening up (and expansion) of global finance, in part by adopting financial innovation strategies designed to recoup their falling rate of profit. At the same time, new fora of international economic governance like the G5 were being established, and existing fora, like the OECD and the IMF, were given new roles to play: not as independent agents of stabilisation but as advisory bodies and playmakers in the increasingly financialised global economy.


National governments too found themselves forced to adapt to rapidly integrating capitalist markets. And since one of the earliest, and in many ways most illuminating, settings for the emergence of new economic ideas turned out to be Germany it is worth focusing on the German experience as a way of illuminating the whole. Post-war German economics was the product both of its own experience of runaway inflation during the Weimar Republic and the United States’ efforts to rebuild the German economy after the war, which prioritised the desire to avoid excessive centralisation of power. On the one hand this had created the necessary intellectual and institutional space for the Christian Democrats’ core concept of the ‘social market economy’ – in which market actors were given ample freedoms within a relatively tight thicket of laws and institutions, including a strong central bank and judiciary.75 On the other hand it was also the genesis of the quintessentially German aspiration to ‘stability and growth’, a more disciplined approach to managing the economy that shaped German politics in the 1960s long before it became the EU’s dogmatic mantra half a century later. 


What set this monetarist ball rolling was the manner in which, in the early 1970s, the relationship between the Bundesbank, the German parliament, and the wider policy environment in which both were set, changed dramatically. It was then that a more pragmatic ‘monetarist’ solution to the inflationary curse of the 1970s was adopted at the heights of German finance. The trigger was the same generalised meltdown of the Bretton Woods arrangements as other countries were experiencing during the first years of the decade, and in particular the very speculation on the lira that Nixon famously declared not to have given ‘a shit’ about. For when the Swiss, in fear of contagion, then blocked all further speculation on the Swiss franc, the Deutschmark became the next non-dollar currency on which traders sought to speculate. The stakes for Germany were now dramatic enough for Otmar Emminger, the new vice president of Germany’s Bundesbank, to try to convince Germany’s chancellor, Willy Brandt, to float the Deutschmark. 
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