Gramsci
And Us

Thequestionsraised by ajailed

hisis not a comprehensive ex-
position of the ideas of Anto-
nio Gramsci, nor a systematic
account of the political situa
tion in Britain today. It is an attempt to

'think aloud' about some of the perplex-
ing dilemmas facing the Left, in the
light of - from the perspective of -
Gramsci's work.

| do not claim that, in any simple way,
Gramsci 'has the answers' or 'holds the
key' to our present troubles. | do believe
that we must 'think' our problems in a
Gramscian way - which is different. We
mustn't use Gramsci (as we have for so
long abused Marx) like an Od Testa
ment prophet who, at the correct mo-
ment, will offer us the consoling and
appropriate quotation. We can't pluck
up this 'Sardinian’ from his specific and
unique political formation, beam him
down at the end of the 20th century, and
ask him to solve our problems for us:
especialy since the whole thrust of his
thinking was to refuse this easy transfer
of generalisations from one conjunc-
ture, nation or epoch to another.

The thing about Gramsci that really
transformed my own way of thinking
about politics is the question which
arisesfrom his Prison Notebooks. I you
look at the classic texts of Marx and
Lenin, you are led to expect a revolu-
tionary epocha historical development
emerging from the end of the First
World War onwards. And indeed events
did give considerable evidence that
such a development was occurring.
Gramsci belongsto this 'proletarian mo-
ment'. It occurred in Turin in the 1920s,
and other places where people like
Gramsci, in touch with the advance
guard of the industrial working class -
then at the very forefront of modern
production - thought that, if only the
managers and politicians would get out
of the way, this class of proletarians
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could run the world, take over the fac-
tories, seize the whole machinery of
society, materially transform it and
manage it, economically, socidly, cul-
turally, technically.

The truth about the 1920s is that the
'proletarian moment' very nearly came
off. Just before and after the First
World War, it really was touch and go as
to whether, under the leadership of such
a class, the world might not have been
transformed - as Russia was in 1917 by
the Soviet revolution. This was the mo-
ment of the proletarian perspective on
history.

What | have cdled 'Gramsci's ques-
tion' in the Notebooks emerges in the
aftermath of that moment, with the rec-
ognition that history was not going to go
that way, especially in the advanced
industrial capitalist societies of Wes-
ern Europe. Gramsci had to confront the
turning back, the failure, of that mo-
ment: the fact that such a moment,
having passed, would never return in its
old form. Gramsci, here, came face to
face with the revolutionary character of
history itself. When a conjuncture un-
rolls, there is no 'going back'. History
shifts gears. The terrain changes. You
are in a new moment. You have to
attend, 'violently', with all the 'pessim-
ism of theintellect' at your command, to
the 'discipline of the conjuncture.'

n addition (and this is one of the

main reasons why his thought is

S0 pertinent to us today) he had to

face the capacity of the Right -
specificaly, of European fascism - to
hegemonise that defeat.

So here was a historic reversal of the
revolutionary project, a new historical
conjuncture, and a moment which the
Right, rather than the Left, was able to
dominate. This looks like a moment of
total crisis for the Left, when al the
reference points, the predictions, have

been shot to bits. The political universe,
asyou have cometo inhabit it, collapses.

| don't want to say that the Left in
Britain is in exactly the same moment;
but 1 do hope you recognise certain
strikingly similar features, because it
is the similarity between those two
situations, that makes the question of
the Prison Notebooks so semina in
helping us to understand what our
condition is today. Gramsci gives us,
not the tools with which to solve the
puzzle, but the means with which to ask
the right kinds of questions about the
politics of the 80s and 90s. He does 0
by directing our attention unswer-
vingly to what is specific and different
about this moment. He always insists
on this attention to difference. It's a
lesson which the Left in Britain has yet
to learn. We do tend to think that the
Right is not only always with us, but is
always exactly the same: the same
people, with the same interests, think-
ing the same thoughts. We are living
through the transformation of British
Conservatism - its partial adaptation to
the modern world, via the neo-libera
and monetarist 'revolutions. Thatcher-
ism has reconstructed Conservatism
and the Conservative Party. The hard-
faced, utilitarian, petty-bourgeois
businessmen are now in charge, not the
grouse-shooting, hunting and fishing
classes. And yet, though those trans-
formations are changing the political
terrain of struggle before our very
eyes, we think the differences don't
have any real effect on anything. It till
feels more 'left-wing' to say the old
ruling class politics goes on in the same
old way.

Gramsci, on the other hand, knew that
difference and specificity mattered. So,
instead of asking 'what would Gramsci
say about Thatcherism? we should
smply attend to thisrivetting of Grams-
ci to the notion of difference, to the
specificity of a historical conjecture:
how different forces come together,
conjuncturally, to create the new ter-
rain, on which a different politics must
form up. That is the intuition that
Gramsci offers us about the nature of
political life, from which we can take a
lead.

| want to say what | think 'the lessons
of Gramsci are, in relation, first of al,
to Thatcherism and the project of the
new Right; and, second, in terms of the
crisis of the Left.

Here, I'm foregrounding only the sharp
edge of what | understand by Thatcher-
ism. I'm trying to address the opening,
from the mid 1970s onwards, of a new
political project on the Right. By a pro-
ject, | don't mean (as Gramsci warned) a
conspiracy. | mean the construction of a
new agenda in British politics. Mrs
Thatcher always aimed, not for a short
electoral reversal, but for along histor-
ical occupancy of power. That occupan-
cy of power was not Smply about com-
manding the apparatuses of the state.
Indeed, the project was organised, in
the early stages, in oppogtion to the
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state, which in the Thatcherite view,
had been deeply corrupted by the wd-
fare state and by Keynesianism and hed
thus helped to ‘corrupt' the British peo-
ple. Thatcherism cameinto existencein
contestation with the dd Keynesan
welfare state, with socid democratic
'statism’, which, in its view, had domin-
ated the 60s. Thatcherism's project was
to transform the state in order to res-
tructure society: to decentre, to dis
place, the whole post-war formation; to
reverse the political culture which had
formed the basis of the political settle-
ment - the historic compromise be-
tween labour and capital - which had
been in place from 1945 onwards.

he depth of the reversal am-

ed for was profound: a rever-

sal of the ground-rules of that

settlement, of the socia
alliances which underpinned it and the
values which made it popular. | don't
mean the attitudes and vaues of the
people who write books. | mean the
ideas of the people who smply, in
ordinary every-day life, have to cd-
culate how to survive, how to look after
those who are closest to them.

That is what is meant by saying that
Thatcherism aimed for a reversd in
ordinary common sense. The ‘common
sense' of the English people had been
constructed around the notion that the
last war has erected a barrier between
the bad old days of the 30s and now: the
welfare state had come to stay; wed
never go back to using the criterion of
the market as a measure of people's
needs, the needs of society. There
would always have to be some addit-
ional, incremental, ingtitutional force -
the state, representing the generd
interest of society - to bring to bear
against, to modify, the market. I'm
perfectly well aware that socidism was
not inaugurated in 1945. I'm taking
about the taken-for-granted, popular
base of wefare socid democracy,
which formed the real, concrete ground
on which any socialism worth the name
had to be built. Thatcherism was a pro-
ject to engage, to contest, that project,
and, wherever possible, to dismantle it,
and to put something new in place. It
entered the political fidd in a historic
content, not just for power, but for
popular authority, for hegemony.

It is a project - this confuses the Left
no end - which is, smultaneoudy, re-
gressive and progressive. Regressive
because, in certain crucial respects, it
takes us backwards. You couldnt be
going anywhere else but backwards to
hold up before the British people, at the
end of the 20th century, the idearthat the
best the future holds is for them to
become, for a second time, 'Eminent
Victorians. It's deeply regressive,
ancient and archaic.

But don't misunderstand it. It'sdso a
project of 'modernisation’. It'saform of
regressive modernisation. Because, at
the same time, Thatcherism had its
beady eye fixed on one of the most
profound historical facts about the Brit-
ish socia formation: that it never ever
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properly entered the era of modern
bourgeois civilisation. It never made
that transfer to modernity. It never
ingtitutionalised, in a proper sense, the
civilisation and structures of advanced
capitalism - what Gramsci called 'Ford-
ism'. It never transformed its old in
dustrial and palitica structures. It nev-
e became a second capitalist-
industrial-revolution power, in the way
that the US did, and, by another route,
(the 'Prussian route'), Germany and
Japan did. Britain never undertook that
deep transformation which, at the end
of the 19th century, remade both capi-
talism and the working classes. Conse-
quently, Mrs Thatcher knows, as the
Left does not, that there is no serious
political project in Britain today which
Is not also about constructing a politics
and an image of what modernity would
belikefor our people. And Thatcherism,
in its regressive way, drawing on the
past, looking backwards to former glor-
iesrather than forwards to a new epoch,
has inaugurated the project of reaction-
ary modernisation.

There is nothing more crucial, in this
respect, than Gramsci's recognition
that every crisis is also a moment of
reconstruction; that thereisno destruc-
tion which is not, aso, reconstruction;
that, historically nothing is dismantled
without also attempting to put some-
thing new initsplace; that every form of
power not only excludes but produces
something.

That is an entirely new conception of
crisis - and of power. When the Left
talks about crisis, all we see is capital-
ism disintegrating, and us marching in
and taking over. We don't understand
that the disruption of the normal func-
tioning of the old economic, social,
cultural order, providesthe opportunity
to reorganiseit in new ways, to restruc-
ture and refashion, to modernise and
move ahead. If necessary, of course, at
the cost of alowing vast numbers of
people - in the North East, the North
Weg, in Waes and Scotland, in the
mining communities and the devastated
industrial heartlands, in the inner cities
and elsewhere - to be consigned to the
historical dustbin. That is the 'law' of
capitalist modernisation: uneven de-
velopment, organised disorganisation.

Face to face with this dangerous new
politicad formation, the temptation is
always, ideologicaly, to dismantleit, to
force it to stand still, by asking the
classic Marxist question: who does it
really represent? Now, usually whenthe
Left asks that dld classic Marxist ques-
tion in the old way, we are not realy
asking a question, we are making a
statement. We aready know the
answer. Of course, the Right represents
the ruling class in power. It represents
the occupancy, by capital, of the state,
which is nothing but its instrument.
Bourgeois writers produce bourgeois
novels. The Conservative Party is the
ruling classat prayer. Etc, etc... Thisis
Marxism asatheory of theobvious. The
question delivers no new knowledge,

only the answer we already knew. It'sa
kind of game - politica theory as a
Trivial Pursuit. In fact, the reason we
need to ask the question is because we
really don't know.

It really is puzzling to say, in any
simple way, whom Thatcherism repre-
sents. Here is the perplexing phe-
nomenon of a petty-bourgeois ideology
which 'represents,’ and is helping to
reconstruct, both national and interna-
tional capital. In the course of 'repre-
senting' corporate capital, however, it
wins the consent of very substantial
sections of the subordinate and domin-
ated classes. Wha is the nature of this
ideology which can inscribe such a vast
range of different positions and in-
terestsin it, and which seemsto repre-
sent alittle bit of everybody - including
most of the people in this room! For,
make no mistake, atiny bit of al of usis
also somewhere inside the Thatcherite
project. Of course, we're dl one hun-
dred per-cent committed. But every
now and then - Saturday mornings,
perhaps, just before the demonstration
- we go to Sainsbury's and we're just a
tiny bit of a Thatcherite subject...

How do we make sense of an ideology
which is not coherent, which speaks
now, in one ear, with the voice of, free-
wheeling, utilitarian, market-man, and
in the other ear, with the voice of re-
spectable, bourgeois, patriarchal man?
How do these two repertoires operate
together? We are al perplexed by the
contradictory nature of Thatcherism. In
our intellectual way, we think that the
world will collapse as the result of a
logica contradiction: thisistheillusion
of the intellectua - that ideology must
be coherent, every hit of it fitting
together, like a philosophica investiga
tion. When, infact, thewhole purpose of
what Gramsci caled an organic (i.e
historically-effective) ideology is that it
articulates into a configuration, diffe-
rent subjects, different identities, diffe-
rent projects, different aspirations. It
does not reflect, it constructs, a 'unity’
out of difference.

€ve been in the grasp of

the Thatcherite project,

not since 1983 or 1979, as

officia doctrine has it, but
since 1975. 1975 is the climateric in
British politics. First of all, the ail hike.
Secondly, the onset of the capitalist
crisis. Thirdly, the transformation of
modern Conservatism by the accession
of the Thatcherite leadership. That is
the moment of reversa when, as
Gramsci argued, national and interna-
tiona factors come together. It doesn't
begin with Mrs Thatcher's electoral vic-
tory, as palitics is not a matter of elec-
tionsalone. It landsin 1975, right in the
middle of Mr Callaghan's political solar
plexus. It breaks Mr Calaghan -
already a broken reed - in two. One hdf
remains avuncular, paternalist, social-
ly-conservative. The other haf dances
to a new tune.

One of the siren voices, singing the
new song in his ear, is his son-in-law,
Peter Jay, one of the architects of mone-

tarism, in his missionary role as econo-
mic editor at The Times. Hefirst saw the
new market forces, the new sovereign
consumer, coming over the hill like the
marines. And, harkening to these in-
timations of the future, the dd men
opens his mouth; and what does he say?
The kissing has to stop. The game is
over. Socia democracy isfinished. The
welfare state is gone forever. We can't
afford it. Weve been paying ourselves
too much, giving ourselves a lot of
phoney jobs, having too much of a
swinging time.
ou can just see the English
psyche collapsing under the
weight of the illicit plea
sures it has been enjoying -
the permissiveness, the consumption,
the goodies. It's al false - tinsd and
froth. The Arabs have blown it dl awvay.
And now we have got to advance in a
different way. Mrs Thatcher speaks to
this 'new course'. She speaks to some-
thing else, deep in the English psyche:
its masochism. The need which the En-
glish seem to have to be ticked dff by
Nanny and sent to bed without a pud-
ding. The calculus by which every good
summer hasto be paid for by twenty bad
winters. The Dunkirk Spirit-the worse
off we are, the better we behave. She
didn't promise usthe giveaway society.
She said, iron times; back to the wal;
stiff upper lip; get moving; get to work;
digin. Stick by theold, tried verities, the
wisdom of 'Old England'. Thefamily has
kept society together; live by it. Send
the women back to the hearth. Get the
men out on to the Northwest Frontier.
Hard times - followed, much later, by a
return to the Good Old Days. She asked
you for along leash - not one, but two
and three terms. By the end, she said, |
will be able to redefine the netion in
such away that you will al, once again,
for the first time, since the Empire
started to go down the tube, fed what it
is like to be part of Great Britain Unli-
mited. You will be able, once again, to
send our boys 'over there', to fly the
flag, to welcome back the fleet. Britain
will be Great again.

People don't vote for Thatcherism, in
my view, becausethey believethe amall
print. People in their right minds do not
think that Britain is now a wonderfully
booming, successful, economy. Nobody
believes that, with 3% million people
unemployed, the economy ispicking up.
Everyone knows Lord Young's figures
are 'economical with the truth'. Whet
Thatcherism, as an ideology, does, isto
address the fears, the anxieties, thelost
identities, of a people. It invites us to
think about politics in images. It is
addressed to our collective fantasies, to
Britain as an imagined community, to
the socid imaginary. Mrs Thatcher has
totally dominated that idiom, while the
Left forlornly tries to drag the con+
versation round to 'our policies.

This is a momentous historical project, the
regressive modernisation of Britain. To
win over ordinary people to that, not
because they're dupes, or stupid, or
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because they are blinded by false con-
sciousness. Since, in fact, the politica
character of our ideas cannot be guaran-
teed by our class postion or by the
'mode of production’, it is possible for
the Right to construct a politics which
does speak to people's experience,
which does insert itself into what
Gramsci called the necessarily frag-
mentary, contradictory nature of com-
mon sense, which does resonate with
some of their ordinary aspirations, and
which, in certain circumstances, can
recoup them as subordinate subjects,
into a historical project which 'hegemo-
nises what we used - erroneoudly - to
think of as their 'necessary class in-
terests. Gramsci is one of the first
modern Marxists to recognise that in-
terests are not given but have to be
politicaly and ideologically con-
structed.

Gramsci warns us in the Notebooks
that a crisis is not an immediate event
but a process: it can last for along time,
and can be very differently resolved: by
restoration, by reconstruction or by
passive transformism. Sometimes more
stable, sometimes more unstable; but in
a profound sense, British institutions,
the British economy, British society and
culture have been in adeep socid crisis
for most of the 20th century.

Gramsci warns us that organic crises
of this order erupt, not only in the
politica domain and the traditiona
areas of industrial and economic life,
not smply in the class struggle, in the
old sense; but in a wide series of pole-
mics, debates about fundamental sex-
ual, mora and intellectual questions, in
acrisisin the relations of political rep-
resentation and the parties - on awhole
range of issues which do not necessari-
ly, in the first instance, appear to be
articulated with palitics, in the narrow
sense, at all. That iswhat Gramsci calls
the crisis of authority, which is nothing
but 'the crisis of hegemony or genera
crisis of the state'.

We are exactly in that moment. We
have been shaping up to such a'crisis of
authority' in English social life and cul-
ture since the mid 60s. In the 60s, the
crisisof English society wassignalledin
a number of debates and struggles
around new points of antagonism, which
appeared at first to be far removed from
the traditional heartland of British poli-
tics. The Left often waited patiently for
the old rhythms of 'the class struggle' to
be resumed, when in fact it was the
forms of 'the class struggle' itself which
were being transformed. We can only
understand this diversification of socia
struggles in the light of Gramsci's in-
sistence that, in modern societies, hege-
mony must be constructed, contested
and won, on many different sites, asthe
structures of the modern state and soci-
ety complexify and the points of socia
antagonism proliferate.

So one of the most important things
that Gramsci has done for us is to give
usaprofoundly expanded conception of
what palitics itsef is like, and thus also
of power and authority. We cannot, after

Gramsci, go back to the notion of mis-
taking electoral politics, or party poli-
tics in a narrow sense, or even the
occupancy of state power, as constitut-
ing the ground of modern poalitics itself.
Gramsci understands that politics is a
much expanded fidd; that, especialy in
societies of our kind, the sites on which
power is constituted will be enormoudly
varied. Weare living through the prolif-
eration of the sites of power and anta-
gonism in modern society. The transi-
tion to this new phase is decisive for
Gramsci. It putsdirectly on the political
agenda the questions of moral and intel-
lectual leadership, the educative and
formative role of the state, the 'trenches
and fortifications' of civil society, the
crucial issue of the consent of the mas-
ses and the creation of a new type or
level of 'civilisation', a new culture. It
draws the decisive line between the
formula of 'Permanent Revolution' and
the ‘formula of civil hegemony'. Itisthe
cutting-edge between the 'war of move-
ment' and the ‘war of position': the point
where Gramsci's world meets ours.

That does not mean, as some people
read Gramsci, that therefore the state
doesn't matter any more. The state is
clearly absolutely central in articulat-
ing the different areas of contestation,
the different points of antagonism, into
aregime of rule. The moment when you
can get sufficient power in the state to
organise a central political project is
decisive, for then you can use the state
to plan, urge, incite, solicit and punish,
to conform the different sites of power
and consent intoasingleregime. That is
the moment of 'authoritarian populism’
- Thatcherism simultaneously ‘above'
(inthe state) and 'below' (out there with
the people).

Even then, Mrs Thatcher does not
make the mistake of thinking that the
capitalist state has a single and unified
political character. Sheis perfectly well
aware, asthe Left isnot, that, though the
capitalist stateisarticulated to securing
the long-term, historical conditions for
capital accumulation and profitability,
though it is the guardian of a certain
kind of bourgeois, patriarchal civilisa
tion and culture, that it is, and continues
to be, an arena of contestation.

oes this mean that Thatcher-

kism is, after all, smply the

"expression' of the ruling

class? Of course Gramsci al-
ways gives a central place to the ques-
tions of class, class aliances, class
struggle. Where Gramsci departs from
classical versions of Marxism is that he
does not think that politics is an arena
which smply reflects already unified
collective political identities, already
congtituted forms of struggle. Politics
for him is not a dependent sphere. It is
where forces and relations, in the eco-
nomy, in society, in culture, have to be
actively worked on to produce particu-
lar forms of power, forms of domina
tion. This is the production of poalitics -
politicsasaproduction. This conception
of politics is fundamentally contingent,
fundamentally open ended. There is no

law of history which can predict what
must inevitably be the outcome of a
political struggle. Politics depends on
the relations of forces at any particular
moment. History is not waiting in the
wings to catch up your mistakes into
another ‘inevitable success. Yau lose
because you lose because you lose.
he 'good sense' of the people
exists, but it isjust the begin-
ning, not theend, of palitics. It
doesn't guarantee anything.
Actualy, he said, 'new conceptions have
an extremely unstable position among
the popular masses'. Thereisno unitary
subject of history. The subject is neces-
sarily divided - an ensemble: one hdf
Stone Age, the other containing 'princi-
ples of advanced science, prejudices
from all past phases of history, intui-
tions of a future philosophy'. Both of
those things struggle inside the heads
and heartsof 'the people' to find away of
articulating themselves politically. Of
course, it is possible to recruit them to
very different political projects.

Especially today, we live in an era when
the old political identities are collaps-
ing. We cannot imagine socidism com-
ing about any longer through the image
of that single, singular subject we usd
tocall Sociaist Man. Socialist Man, with
one mind, one set of interests, one pro-
ject, is dead. And good riddance. Who
needs 'him' now, with hisinvestment in
a particular historical period, with 'his
particular sense of masculinity, shoring
‘his’ identity up in a particular set of
familia relations, a particular kind of
sexud identity? Who needs 'him' as the
singular identity through which the
great diversity of human beings and
ethnic cultures in our world must enter
the 21t century? This 'he' is dead:
finished.

Gramsci looked at a world which wes
complexifying in front of his eyes. He
saw the pluralisation of modern cultural
identities, emerging between the lines
of uneven historical development, and
asked the question: what are the politic-
a forms through which a new cultural
order could be constructed, out of this
‘multiplicity of dispersed wills, these
heterogeneous aims? Given that that is
what people are redly like, given that
thereis no law that will make socialism
come true, can we find forms of orga-
nisation, forms of identity, forms of
allegiance, socia conceptions, which
can both connect with popular life and,
in the same moment, transform and
renovate it? Sociaism will not be ddi-
vered to us through the trapdoor of
history by some deus ex machina.

Gramsci aways insisted that hege-
mony is not exclusively an ideologicd
phenomenom. There can be no hege-
mony without 'the decisive nucleus of
the economic'. On the other hand, do not
fal into the trap of the dd mechanica
economism and believe that, if you can
only get hold of the economy, you can
move the rest of life. The nature of
power in the modern world is that it is
also constructed in relation to political,
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mord, intellectual, cultural, ideologic-
d, sexud questions. The question of
hegemony is aways the question of a
new cultural order. The question which
faced Gramsci in relation to Italy faces
usnow in relation to Britain: what isthe
nature of this new civilisation? Hege-
mory is not a state of grace which is
ingaled forever. It's not a formation
which incorporates everybody. The no-
tion of a 'historical bloc' is precisely
different from that of a pacified,
homogenous, ruling class.

It entails a quite different conception
of how socia forces and movements, in
their diversity, can be articulated into a
s of strategic alliances. To construct a
nev cultural order, you need not to
reflect on aready-formed collective
will, but to fashion a new one, to inaugu-
rate a new historic project.

I've been talking about Gramsci in the
light of, in the aftermath of, Thatcher-
ism: usng Gramsci to comprehend the
nature and depth of the challenge to the
Left which Thatcherism and the new
Right represents in English life and
politics. But | have, a the same moment,
inevitably also been talking about the
Left. Or rather, I've not been talking
about the Left, because the Léeft, in its
organised, labourist form, does not
seam to have the slightest conception of
wha putting together a new historical
project entails. It does not understand
the necessarily contradictory nature of
humen subjects, of socid identities. It
does not understand politics as a pro-
duction. It does not seethat it ispossible
to connect with the ordinary fedings
and experiences which people have in
thelr everyday lives, and yet to articu-
late them progressively to a more adv-
anced, modern form of socia conscious-
ness. It is not actively looking for and
working upon the enormous diversity of
socid forces in our society. It doesn't
e that it is in the very nature of
modern capitalist civilisation to pro-
liferatethe centres of power, and thusto
draw more and more areas of life into
socid antagonism. It does not recognise
that theidentitieswhich peoplecarry in
thelr heads - their subjectivities, their
cultural life, their sexua life, their
family life, their ethnic identities, their
hedth - have become massively paliti-
cised.

| smply don't think, for example, that
the current Labour leadership under-
stands that its political fate depends on
whether or not it can construct a poli-
tics, inthenext 20 years, whichisableto
address itsdlf, not to one, but to a di-
versity of different points of antagon-
igm in society; unifying them, in their
differences, within a common project. |
don't think they have grasped that
Labour's capacity to grow as a political
force depends absol utely on its capacity
to draw from the popular energies of
very different movements, movements
outside the party whichit did not - could
not - set in play, and which it cannot
therefore 'administer'. It retains an en-
tiredly bureaucratic conception of poli-
tics. If the word doesn't proceed out of

the mouths of the Labour leadership,
there must be something subversive
about it. If politics energises people to
devel op new demands, that isasuresign
that the nativesare getting restless. You
must expel or depose a few. You must
get back to that fiction, the 'traditional
Labour voter': to that pacified, Fabian
notion of palitics, where the masses
hijack the experts into power, and then
the experts do something for the mas-
ses: later ... much later. The hydraulic
conception of palitics.

That bureaucratic conception of poli-
tics has nothing to do with the mobilisa-
tion of a variety of popular forces. It
doesn't have any conception of how
people become empowered by doing
something: first of dl about their im-
mediate troubles; then, the power ex-
pands their political capacities and
ambitions, so that they begin to think
again about what it might beliketo rule
theworld... Their politics has ceased to
have a connection with this most mod-
ern of al resolutions - the deepening of
democratic life.

ithout the deepening of

popular participation in

national-cultural life,

ordinary people don't have
any experience of actually running any-
thing. We need to re-acquire the notion
that politics is about expanding popular
capacities, the capacities of ordinary
people. And in order to do so, sociaism
itself has to speak to the people whom it
wants to empower, in wordsthat belong
to them as late 20th century ordinary
folks.

You'l have noticed that I'm not talking
about whether the Labour Party has got
its policy on this or that issue right. I'm
talking about a whole conception of
politics. the capacity to grasp in our
political imagination the huge historical
choices in front of the British people,
today. I'm talking about new concep-
tions of the nation itself: whether you
believe Britain can advance into the
next century with a conception of what
it is like to be 'English' which has been
entirely constituted out of Britain's
long, disastrous imperialist march
acrossthe earth. If you really think that,
you haven't grasped the profound cultu-
ral transformation required to remake
the English. That kind of cultural trans-
formation is precisely what socialismis
about today.

Now a political party of the Left,
however much it is centred on govern-
ment, on winning elections, has, in my
view, exactly this kind of decision be-
fore it. The reason why I'm not optimis-
tic about the 'mass party of the working
class ever understanding the nature of
the historical choice confronting it is
precisely because | suspect Labour does
secretly till believe that there's a little
bit of lee-way l€ft in the old, economic-
corporate, incremental, Keynesian
game. It doesthink it could go back to a
little smidgeon of Keynesianism here, a
little bit more of the welfare state there,
a little bit of the old Fabian thing ...
Actually, though | don't have acataclys-

'In front of
usisthe
historic
choice:

capitulate
to the

Thatcherite

future, or

find another
way of
imagining'

mic vison of the future, | honestly
believe that that option is now cosed.
It'sexhausted. Nobody believesinit any
more. Its material conditions have dis-
appeared. The ordinary British people
won't vote for it because they know in
their boneslifeisnot like that any more.
What Thatcherism, in its radical way,
poses is not what we can go back to but
along which route are weto go forward?
In front of us is the historic choice
capitul ate to the Thatcherite future, or
find another way of imagining. Don't
worry about Mrs Thatcher hersdlf; she
will retireto Dulwich. But therearelots
more third, fourth and fifth generation
Thatcherites, dry as dust, sound to a
man, waiting to take her place. They fed
themselves now on the crest of awave.
They are a the forefront of what they
think is the new globd expansion of
capitalism. They are convinced that this
will obliterate socidism forever. They
think we are dinosaurs. They think we
belong to another era. They think meet-
ings like this are a kind of wake. As
socialism dowly declines, anew erawill
dawn and these new kinds of possessive
men will bein charge of it. They dream
about real cultural power. And Labour,
in its softly-softly, don't-rock-the-boat,
hoping-the-election-polls-will-go-up,
way, actualy has in front of it only the
choice between becoming historically
irrelevant or beginning to sketch out an
entirely new form of civilisation.

| don't say socialism, lest theword isso
familiar to you that you think | mean
just putting the same old programme we
al know about back on the rails. | am
talking about a renewa of the whale
socialist project in the context of mod-
ern socia and cultural life. | meen shift-
ing the relations of forces - not so that
Utopia comes the day after the next
general eection, but so that the tenden-
cies begin to run another way. Who
needs a sociaist Heaven where every-
body agreeswith everybody else, where
everybody's exactly the same? Gad for-
bid. I mean a place where we can begin
the historic quarrel about what a new
kind of civilisation must be. That'swhat
it's about. Is it possible that the im
mense new material, cultural and tech-
nological capacities, which far outstrip
Marx's wildest dreams, which are now
actualy in our hands, are going to be
politically hegemonised for the reec-
tionary modernisation of Thatcherism?
Or can we seize on those means of
history-making, of making new human
subjects, and shoveit in thedirection of
anew culture? That's the choice before
the Left.

'One should stress, Gramsci wrote,
'the significance which, in the moden
world, political parties have in the da
boration and diffusion of conceptions of
the world, because essentiadly wha
they do isto work out the ethics and the
politics corresponding to these concep-
tionsand act asit were as their historic-
al 'laboratory' ..." e

This article is based on a tak given at
Marxism Today's Gramsci '87 event
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