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Abstract$
There is a gap in the existing literature as to why the New Left in West Germany entered a
phase of rapid decline by the end of the 1970s. The overarching aim of this thesis is to offer a
politico-theoretical explanation for the historical development of the New Left and why the
‘red decade’ between 1967 and 1976/7 ended so abruptly. Within this context, the thesis will
focus on the Maoist K-Gruppen and particular emphasis will be placed on the Marxistische
Gruppe, which defied the general decline of West Germany’s New Left and developed into its
largest organisation during the 1980s. Furthermore, the Red Cells movement will be analysed
from which both currents emerged in the wake of the student movement.
Key works of the Marxistische Gruppe will be analysed with particular emphasis on
politico-theoretical aspects. The analysis of the group’s theoretical work will provide a better
understanding of the New Left’s historical developments against the background of the
changing political environment.
This thesis will conclude with reflections on developments of the radical left after the
collapse of the New Left in 1989/91 and how the red decade’s legacy is still prominent in the
work of the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house (the Marxistische Gruppe’s ideological
successor).
In conclusion, this thesis will reveal that the influence of politico-theoretical aspects
on the historical development of the New Left has been given too little consideration and that
the New Left’s fate cannot be adequately explained by external factors, but demands the
consideration of the very development of theories and the practical conclusions organisations
reached regarding their social, economic and cultural circumstances. This work will be the
first to provide an insight into the potential of such a theoretical explanation for an
understanding of the specific developments of the post-1968 West German New Left.
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The purpose of this study is to analyse the historical development of West Germany’s New
Left following the student movement and develop a conceptual understanding thereof, with
particular emphasis on its politico-theoretical background. To avoid losing oneself in the mere
listing of the countless organisations, rivalries and fissions, centre stage is given to Maoist
cadre factions, the so-called K-Gruppen (communist groups), the Marxistische Gruppe, West
Germany’s largest organisation during the 1980s and the Red Cells movement, from which
both strands of revolutionary Marxism emerged in the early 1970s. A presentation of these
strands and their particular theory formation represents a suitable contribution with which to
make sense of historical developments after the end of the ‘red decade’ between 1967 and
1976/77.
In West Germany, Marxism was treated in academia and politics as a ‘dead dog’ and
precursor of ‘totalitarian regimes’ in Eastern Europe until the popularisation of Marxist
literature within the context of the emerging student protest movement in the mid-1960s. It
constituted the predominant ideological framework in which activists and intellectuals leaning
to the political left operated in the years of and following 1968. For the next decade, Marxist
theory influenced the discourse regarding self-understanding of the social sciences and arts in
academia and, even more importantly, the sphere of left-wing political radicalism. Particular
focus was put on the ‘reconstruction’ of the Marxist critique of political economy and
political activism on the basis of numerous Marxist-Leninist strands, most notably of Maoist
origin.
In the late 1960s, a new generation of academics, politicised in the context of the
emerging New Left, confidently postulated the integration of Marx’s legacy into the social
scientific canon. Alfred Schmidt, Oskar Negt, Elmar Altvater and Ernest Mandel, amongst
many others, supported this integration.1 Marxism was understood as the decisive means with
which to distinguish between actual ‘science’ and ‘ideologies’. A plethora of factions and
small parties were formed concurrently from the student movement. In contrast to the
academic objective of reconstructing Marxism, activists from these organisations relied on the
existing revolutionary literature and its interpretation, and believed that all relevant issues of
1

See Walter Euchner and Alfred Schmidt, eds, Kritik der politischen Ökonomie heute – 100 Jahre ‘Kapital’ /
Referate und Diskussionen vom Frankfurter Colloquium 1967 (Frankfurt/Main: Europäische Verlagsanstalt,
1974).
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Marxist theory had already been answered in the classic works of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin
and Mao Zedong. Thus, open and unbiased theory formation was of subordinate interest to
New Left activists supporting the working class ‘masses’ and their daily political and
economic ‘struggle’. In this context, the role of communist factions relying on the teachings
of Mao Zedong was of particular importance. Fascinated by the revolutionary optimism
engendered by the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the K-Gruppen, also referred to as the
Marxist-Leninist movement, functioned as a self-styled avant-garde, willing to take up the
revolutionary struggle in the developed world and guide the proletariat in fulfilling its
supposed historical mission, namely, to overthrow bourgeois society.
By the late 1970s, the situation was different. New Left factions that based their political work
on the writings of Marx, Mao and Lenin were in decline in West Germany. In fact, the
proletariat as revolutionary subject, which carried the hopes of communist organisations
during the ‘red decade’ of 1967 to 1976/7, refused to give its allegiance to any anti-capitalist
project. The inability to gain social efficacy beyond the boundaries of the radical left milieu
engendered self-criticism among K-Gruppen activists and caused disappointment with the
outcome of political activism in the wake of the student revolt. In light of the growing
influence of new social movements, of which a significant part merged into the Green Party in
the early 1980s, the process of dissolution among K-Gruppen accelerated.
Chapters One, Two and Three of this thesis scrutinise the historical development of West
Germany’s New Left from the perspective of political theory and focus on its major
ideological lines of development. In the existing literature, the New Left’s historical
development is primarily explained by external factors: changes in global politics, economic
production, and the emergence of new social movements.2 Koenen and Kühn were the most
recent authors to insist that external factors in general, and the new social movements in
particular, were the main reason for the demise of the New Left and the K-Gruppen,
respectively. Kühn, for example, concludes his study on the K-Gruppen with the assertion that
the strengthening of grassroots democratic approaches primarily caused the demise of West
German Maoism.3

2

See, among others, Andreas Kühn, Stalins Enkel, Maos Söhne: Die Lebenswelt der K-Gruppen in der
Bundesrepublik der 70er Jahre (Frankfurt/Main: Campus, 2005); Gerd Koenen, Das rote Jahrzehnt
(Frankfurt/Main: Fischer, 2007), 4th ed.; Michael Steffen, Geschichten vom Trüffelschwein: Politik und
Organisation des Kommunistischen Bundes 1971 bis 1991 (Berlin: Assoziation A, 2002).
3
See Kühn, Stalins Enkel, Maos Söhne, p. 300.
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In contrast to this hypothesis, I contend that the historical development of West
Germany’s New Left after 1968 can be explained by analysing its theoretical foundations.
Arguments ignoring the specific theory formation are weak because of their inability to
convincingly explain why and how, for example, the emergence of new social movements
was able to have such a substantial impact on certain organisations when other groups were
unaffected by their existence. The basic idea here is that being confronted with specific
historical conditions does not determine how individuals and entire organisations respond to
them. The presumed automatism of a changing environment and ideological alignment is
challenged in the context of the present thesis. In addition, these conditions were identical for
all revolutionary organisations of the 1970s and therefore can be ruled out as an adequate
explanatory approach. Accordingly, it is argued that the responsiveness of different Marxist
strands to the changing historical context was inherent to the respective ideologies they
advocated. Historical developments and theory formation were interrelated insofar as the
latter explains why these developments could actually take effect on the vast majority of
Maoist activists and, on the other hand, why the Marxistische Gruppe took the changing
political, economic and social environment as an opportunity to formulate severe criticism of
the bourgeois society.
Complementary to this crisis at the organisational level was the ‘crisis of Marxism’,
proclaimed by Louis Althusser at a conference in Venice in 1977. Althusser’s talk of crisis
was adopted in West Germany, albeit with different intentions. Unlike in France (and Italy),
where the ‘crisis’ was primarily with regard to a realignment of revolutionary praxis, in West
Germany, discussions were predominantly of an academic nature. Analogous to the
developments of revolutionary Marxism, the ‘reconstruction’ of Marxist theory in academia
lost its momentum by the late 1970s and hitherto developed theories were abandoned.
Moreover, the reconstruction not only took place in order to contribute to the
ideological criticism of bourgeois society, to prove the ‘superiority’ of Marxist theory over
positivistic and empirical approaches, but also intended to offer the conclusive explanation of
modern capitalism and therefore contribute to its transformation. These politicalemancipatory intentions disappeared when it became obvious that the ‘crisis of Marxism’
would no longer revolve around the critique of mainstream academic theories and bourgeois
society, but instead the self-criticism of Marxist intellectuals. Central to this was the
assumption that all practical and theoretical approaches applied since the steering towards
Marxism after 1968 challenged, as the political scientist Joachim Hirsch argued, the “set of
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[Marxist] traditions of political analyses, concepts and strategies.”4 Hirsch concluded that
Marxist theory “ha[d] been lastingly denied by the developments”5 of the 1970s, such as the
incipient substantial shift from the secondary to tertiary economic sector, increasing levels of
unemployment and the aggravation of the political situation between the two superpowers, not
to mention the turn in a conservative direction taken by leading industrial countries.
Although these developments provided ample opportunities for theoretical
clarification and practical criticism, the majority of the West German New Left qualified its
theoretical criticism formulated against the bourgeois order during the ‘red decade’ and thus
abandoned its interest in overthrowing the politico-economic order.
Contrary to the decline of the West German New Left and the apparent crisis of Marxist
theory formation at the turn of the decade, the Marxistische Gruppe was formed in 1979 and
established itself as the largest and most lasting faction. As with most of the K-Gruppen, the
Marxistische Gruppe emerged from the student movement and subsequent transition
phenomenon: the Red Cells movement. Although the politicisation of activists took place
under identical historical circumstances, members of the later formed Marxistische Gruppe
adopted a different course than the K-Gruppen. For the Marxistische Gruppe, the theoretical
penetration of social reality from an overtly Marxist perspective was more important than the
practical support of the working class and its ‘daily’ and ‘democratic struggle’.
In line with their self-concept of being a ‘corrective’ of the left movement, the
Marxistische Gruppe developed a specific theoretical contribution to the Marxist body of
thought. Chapters Four and Five briefly analyse two of their most significant contributions.
The theory of ‘abstract free will’ and the group’s theory of state are of interest in two different
ways. First, in light of the historical developments of revolutionary and intellectual Marxism
since the peak of the student protest movement and the decline of the New Left by 1976/77,
the question emerges as to why the Marxistische Gruppe constituted an exception of this
process. In other words, what kind of role did the group’s theory formation play in becoming
the most stable and largest organisation on the far left of the political spectrum? What were
the theoretical overlaps between these groups of the New Left in the early stages of the post1968 era? How far did the Marxistische Gruppe go beyond the limits of traditional Marxist
theory and some of its major premises?

4

Joachim Hirsch, Der Sicherheitsstaat – Das ‘Modell Deutschland’, seine Krise und die neuen sozialen
Bewegungen (Frankfurt/Main: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 1980), p. 132.
5
Ibid.
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Second, the crisis of the New Left movement raises a further issue for exploration:
can the historical development that culminated in the crisis of practical and theoretical
Marxism be interpreted as the immanent result of the conceptualisation of Marxism as a
theory and prediction of crisis? Is there an overarching historical development process that
explains the abandonment of influential pro-Marxist ideas in the late 1970s?
While the theory of abstract free will is an attempt to understand and criticise the
specific mindset of individuals living within capitalism, which also can be read as an
explanation for the difficulties of Marxists to agitate the ‘revolutionary subject’, the theory of
state aims to logically derive the existence of the democratic state from the abstract free will
of its citizens. Based on its critique of freedom and equality, the Marxistische Gruppe seized
upon the anti-state elements of Marx’s at times inconsistent work.6
Since the ‘reappropriation’ of Marx’s work was at the centre of intellectual attention in
the 1960s and 1970s, both chapters start with a brief discussion of Marx’s own reflections on
the issues of consciousness and the capitalist state. These discussions will be followed by a
substantial description and analysis of how the Marxistische Gruppe reflected upon these two
issues and with reference to Hegel’s work, how it contributed to the extension of Marxist
theory formation. Bringing forth the Marxistische Gruppe’s implicit reference to aspects of
Hegel’s work is worthwile because it highlights the group’s distinct ideological framework
among New Left factions. Some criticism I formulate in particular in Chapter One partially
overlaps with the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory discussed in Chapter Four, which results from
the common interest in and appreciation of Hegel’s many-faceted work.
As the focus of the present work is to consider aspects of political theory with which
to understand the historical development of the West German New Left, the following
chapters do not aim to analyse the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory against the background of a
complete Marxist genealogy on these two matters or criticise its work in detail. Although this
would provide an interesting contribution to the Marxist history of ideas, such an undertaking
would go beyond the scope of this thesis and would also not contribute to the better
understanding of historical processes. However, in the chapter on the consciousness of
modern individuals, ideas of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory are nonetheless
considered because of the relevant influence of its works on the student movement.

6

“The state will never discover the source of social evils in the ‘state and the organization of society’ […].
Wherever there are political parties each party will attribute every defect of society to the fact that its rival is at
the helm of the state instead of itself. Even the radical and revolutionary politicians look for the causes of evil
not in the nature of the state but in a specific form of the state which they would like to replace with another
form of the state.” Marx, ‘Critical Notes on the Article: ‘The King of Prussia and Social Reform. By a
Prussian’’, in MECW Vol. 3, p. 198.
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The chapters on the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory should be primarily read from a
functionalist perspective and are primarily for the purpose of understanding the historical
developments. Even though the theory was not formed to function as a bulwark against the
general crisis of Marxism in the late 1970s, it was integral to the Marxistische Gruppe’s
success in the 1980s and the reason for withstanding the process of disintegration among the
organised radical left in West Germany. The following chapters therefore do not amount to an
apologia for the Marxistische Gruppe’s theoretical work; the length conceded to the
description of their analysis is due to the group’s approach to ‘logically’ derive the object of
its research, which necessitates at least a superficial understanding of its individual steps.
Furthermore, it is also an attempt to make the work accessible for further analysis, depoliticise
the handling of their major theoretical work that in the past too often fell victim to political
considerations, rather than content-related objections and also to show some of the arguments
the group adopted from Hegel.
To address the research questions outlined above, I will also analyse the theoretical
foundations of the early New Left, up to the point when the Marxist-Leninist shift of
paradigms occurred in the wake of ‘68’. During this process, I will answer the following
questions, enabling me to forge a bridge between the student movement and developments in
its aftermath: does the first wave of politicisation in 1967/68 imply theoretical considerations
that paved the way for the further development of the West German New Left? If so, how did
the criticism formulated in ‘68’ resurface when the New Left movement began to fall apart
after 1976/7?
The objective of this work is to fill the gap in the existing literature regarding the course of
the New Left’s project in West Germany between 1969 and 1991 from a critical perspective
and trace the common denominator of its key protagonists. Furthermore, this work continues
recent research conducted on the New Left after 1968. In particular, the work of Koenen,
Steffen, Kühn and Benicke has contributed to further understanding of the New Left
movement and in particular its Maoist factions. However, in a literature review in 2010,
which supported Backes’ idea of the New Left as desideratum of research, Pfahl-Traughber
identified numerous gaps, of which two are intended to be filled by the present study: the
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history of the Marxistische Gruppe and a theory of the New Left’s demise.7 Thus, the
interdisciplinary approach is caused by the object of study.
Indeed, these two gaps seem to be interrelated. The way in which individuals and
organisations developed over years of protest can be derived from how they theoretically
conceptualised their political, economic and cultural environment; thus, I assert that the
Marxistische Gruppe’s relative success in becoming an important factor among the radical
left can be largely attributed to its theory formation. Conversely, the relevance of the group’s
approach can also be measured according to the criticism of opposing political organisations
implied in the group’s theory.
Before devoting my attention to the methodological basis of the present thesis, a few essential
research strategic implications and premises require explication. There might be obvious
objections against analysing the historical development of West Germany’s New Left
between 1969 and 1991 from a politico-theoretical perspective: are the theoretical strands and
specific works discussed representative of the plethora of ideologies held by other individuals
and organisations involved with the West German New Left? Are these approaches not the
result of divergent theoretical traditions and conditioned by equally divergent ways of looking
at political, economic and cultural problems, rendering the development of a holistic theory of
the New Left almost impossible? Is the Marxistische Gruppe ultimately not a ‘special
occurrence’ among New Left factions, and hence is it even worth the particular emphasis it
receives in the present thesis?
Moreover, will the analysis of the group’s theory formation and historical
development contribute to the understanding of fellow radical left organisations? Finally, to
what extent can the theoretical strands predominant at the peak of the West German student
movement compared to those developed thereafter, considering the changing historical
contexts and their different implications?
Against these potential objections, I would like to bring two thoughts to the reader’s
attention: first, with regard to the plethora of other theories, it is important to note that it is not
possible to justify a priori why the specific works selected here, to exemplify general

7

See Armin Pfahl-Traughber, ‘Expertise: Aktuelle Strömungen und Entwicklungen im Themenfeld
Linksextremismus in Deutschland. Forschungsstand und Forschungsdefizite’ (2010) <http://www.demokratiestaerken.de/fileadmin/initiative-demokratie-staerken/Redaktion/Expertisen/DJI_Expertise_Lex_PfahlTraughber_05-11.pdf> [22 October 2012]; Uwe Backes and Eckhard Jesse, Politischer Extremismus in der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Cologne: Verlag Wissenschaft und Politik, 1989), p. 222.
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practical and theoretical trends in the New Left, are representative when compared to others.
Likewise, it is impossible to identify in advance the extent to which the quoted works here are
essentially in accordance to one another with regard to their political implications and selfcriticism. Although the selected works have been considered for their appropriateness and
importance, the ultimate justification as to whether or not and to what extent the authors and
organisations I chose are actually the most suitable to elaborate on can only be made in due
consideration of the below analysis. Furthermore, whether or not the analysis of the
Marxistische Gruppe’s theory adequately explains the specific development of the
Marxistische Gruppe as an antithesis to the general trend among New Left organisations of
disintegrating by the late 1970s, and non-partaking in the ‘crisis of Marxism’, will be
discussed by the respective chapters. The same will apply to the selection of theoretical
fragments of the Marxistische Gruppe to be discussed.
Second, the development of any holistic theory requires the analysis of the sum of its
individual parts. In other words, the varying historical developments, politico-theoretical
traditions and practical approaches applied by individuals and organisations involved with the
West German New Left constitute an inherent requirement in the development of a holistic
theory of the New Left, and when studying the logic of its historical germination. To avoid
any misunderstanding resulting from the use of ‘logic’ in the context of this work, it should be
emphasised that it is exclusively used in Hegelian terms to identify general ‘laws’ of the
historical and theoretical issues at stake.
The phrase ‘logical connection’, for example, makes reference to the idea that in
retrospect, the developments of the New Left followed their own rationale and were thus not
coincidental. This approach, however, does not claim that the course of history is predetermined. Similarly, the application of the adjectives ‘necessarily’ and ‘inevitably’ refers to
theoretical and practical transitions, which require specific premises for them to occur. The
identification of these premises is a necessary moment of theory formation and allows for the
understanding of a phenomenon’s inherent connection ― its logic ― in the above described
way.8
The research strategy should be highlighted here again. By critically analysing the influential
ideas at the peak of the West German student movement, during the peak years of the
8

This approach has already been applied in studies on different subjects by the author and published in peerreviewed journals. See, for example, Matthias Dapprich, ‘Making Sense of the ‘Senselessness’: Critical
Reflections on Killing Rampages’, in New Proposals: Journal of Marxism and Interdisciplinary Inquiry, 1
(2011), pp. 80-85; Matthias Dapprich, ‘A Contribution Towards a Critical Theory of School Shootings’, in
Cultural Logic: Journal of Marxist Theory and Practise (in press).
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prevailing Maoist-influenced New Left in the 1970s until its demise in the context of the
general ‘crisis of Marxism’, it is intended to establish an approach that prevents merely
narrating historical events and developments. Therefore, the present thesis does not simply
contribute to the existing literature which already focuses on the post-1968 era in West
Germany and specific organisations; but in fact, provides a holistic theory by examining the
New Left’s development from a critical perspective through the presentation of selected
organisations, i.e. the K-Gruppen and Marxistische Gruppe. The term ‘holistic’ implies the
intention to expand on the existing historiography with reflections on its political theory.
These theoretical considerations shed light on how the actual historical processes are related.
Accordingly, this approach aims to forge a bridge between the most important stages passed
through by the New Left.
Sources were carefully selected according to the research questions stated above. The sources
were analysed in line with the hermeneutical approach, focusing on the motives and intentions
of the known and, due to the subject of research, often anonymous authors within their
historical context. This helped source further information about the text, its background and
possible interpretations. In order to provide an integral perspective of the topic, multiple
resources were considered: primary and secondary literature, audio and visual recordings, web
sources and finally, transcripts of conducted interviews. The reliability and integrity/validity
of these sources was ensured.
Primary literature was sourced from original works of the Marxistische Gruppe and
Maoist factions, as well as leading intellectuals of the New Left. These were found in the
three major archives I visited. Collections at the Archiv für alternatives Schrifttum in
Duisburg; the Bayerische Hauptstaatsarchiv in Munich; and in particular, the Archiv der
Außerparlamentarischen Opposition an der Freien Universität in Berlin, proved highly
valuable resources. Moreover, a private collection allowed me to work through early
publications of the Marxistische Gruppe, not available in the major archives. In order to
discuss the relationship of the Marxistische Gruppe to the German Democratic Republic
(GDR), I also used information provided by the Federal Commissioner for the Records of the
State Security Service of the former GDR: the then so-called Birthler Behörde in Berlin. The
primary literature was only accessed either in its original form or from copies or facsimiles of
the original, thereby ensuring its integrity.
The secondary literature predominantly deals with the particular developments in West
Germany in the 1960s and 1970s and was largely accessed from the university libraries of
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Glasgow and Bremen. Integrity of this secondary literature was chiefly ensured by selecting
literature from peer-reviewed journals and widely discussed books. Numerous websites
offering discussion forums for interested people to discuss the past and present of Germany’s
radical left provided useful material. The anonymity of authors, limited censoring and
verifiability are potential limitations of these types of electronic resources. Where verification
was necessary, the relevant authors were contacted. This aimed to reduce the impact of the
previously outlined limitations, and partly ensured the validity of these resources.
Finally, I also conducted nine interviews with both former activists of the Marxistische
Gruppe and individuals involved with the red cells movement in the early 1970s. The
interviewees were recruited through a) contacting identifiable actors of the New Left
movement; and b) professional contact with former activists during university education.
Subsequently, nine individuals agreed to participate, of which six completed face-to-face
interviews and three took part in email conversations: the latter owing to logistical issues and
personal preference.
The face-to-face interviews were conducted in a semi-structured fashion. This allowed
for the collection of valuable, rich information not available in existing sources described
above. The pre-determined interview schedule enabled partial uniformity regarding
interviewee responses. The format of the three interviews conducted via email was structured,
thereby reducing the burden of the interviewees. Conducting an oral history project proved to
be a difficult task in the context of the present thesis. At first it was difficult to recruit
participants for the interviews. Because of the existence of the Marxistische Gruppe’s
ideological successor, the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house, and the Verfassungsschutz’s
ongoing minor surveillance activities, it was not possible to find leading personnel of the
publishing house to agree to speak about the history of the Red Cells and/or Marxistische
Gruppe. This also explains why only five ordinary members were willing to give interviews;
interviews that were, however, characterised by ensuring confidentiality of members and
inner structures and the reproduction of the group’s stance already available in written form.
Consequently, the interviews proved to be relatively unproductive and contributed only
marginally to a more intimate understanding of the Marxistische Gruppe’s development. In
addition, critics of the Marxistische Gruppe, individuals that either published on the group or
raised criticism on the internet, were contacted by the author, but were unavailable for
interviews. Thus, my ambition to uncover new facets of Marxistische Gruppe compiling
narratives about individuals, events, disputes surrounding specific decisions and organisations
did not materialise as hoped. Any investigation of ‘history from below’ was refuted because
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the specific history of the Marxistische Gruppe was not considered relevant in itself or for the
understanding of current political events and debates among the radical left. In order to
minimise the impact associated with the difficulties to recruit unbiased interviewees for the
present thesis, individuals critically related to the Marxistische Gruppe, were also contacted;
however, they proved unavailable for comment. In light of the ongoing secret-mongering
surrounding much of the history of the radical left and personal involvement during the 1970s
and 1980s, the knowledge acquisition through an oral history project was stretched to its
limits.
Despite the limitations considering data acquisition, these difficulties do not
substantially interfere with the approach to explain the New Left’s post-1968 development
from a politico-theoretical perspective, an approach that first and foremost relies on
theoretical work and its analysis.
An in-depth consideration of the New Left’s development beyond West Germany — in
particular, in France, Italy and the United States (US) — would have been problematic when
considering the systematic focus of my research. The specific political and intellectual
backgrounds of the respective New Left movements in these countries would also have gone
beyond the scope of the present study. However, at various points throughout, the thesis will
refer to developments in these states: because it supports the idea that the particular historical
developments in West Germany reflected the zeitgeist in Europe and North America to at
least a certain extent, if not on a global scale.
A significant part of both the West German New Left and Marxist theory formation between
the 1960s and early 1980s is not considered by this study. For example, neither the Trotskyist
organisations nor Communist groupings loyal to Moscow are discussed; similarly, historical
and dialectical materialism in the tradition of really existing socialism and the corresponding
theory of state monopoly capitalism, whose proponents were not involved in the discussions
surrounding the ‘crisis of Marxism’, were, despite its popularity in some circles (e.g.
organisations loyal to the East German regime), also not considered beyond their function as
the New Left’s subject of severe criticism. This indicates the particular path which Marxist
theory formation took in Eastern Europe. Although interesting, the consideration of these
theories extends beyond the scope of this thesis; and more importantly, these groups, in
particular Trotskyist organisations, formed only an insignificant minority within the West
German New Left.
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Terminology

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

0.1.1.

New Left

As a political and cultural phenomenon, the New Left had many faces. This is also reflected
in the different meanings attached to the term ‘New Left’, As Lucardie notes, in France, one
generally distinguishes between the nouvelle gauche of the 1960s and the gauchisme of the
1970s; while in Germany, the Neue Linke are chiefly referred to in the context of the
developments which led towards the formation of the West German student protest movement
in 1967/8 and its subsequent continuation until the early 1980s. In the Netherlands, the Nieuw
Links was merely a faction within the Dutch Labour Party.10 Thus, the meaning of the term
‘New Left’ substantially varies depending upon different national contexts and therefore
requires terminological clarification.
According to Lucardie, the New Left movements “seemed to share two characteristics:
they refused to take sides in the Cold War between Western capitalism and Eastern socialism;
and they emphasised democracy which seemed endangered by both camps and in need of
revitalising and radicalising somehow.”11 Although this characterisation offers a valuable
basis for a thorough definition of what is to be understood by the ‘New Left’, it is important
to emphasise that “the New Left’s creative and euphoric phase of the late 1960s disintegrated
in a number of directions by the early 1970s.”12
Thus, throughout this thesis, these various directions, bound to different strands of
Maoism, Trotskyism and tendencies of political autonomism and spontaneism, are subsumed
9

Luke March and Cas Mudde, ‘What’s Left of the Radical Left? The European Radical Left After 1989: Decline
and Mutation’, in Comparative European Politics, 3 (2005), p. 24. For a discussion on the meaning of terms
such as ‘radical’, ‘extremist’, ‘left’ and ‘right’ see also Cas Mudde, ‘Radikale Parteien in Europa’, in Aus Politik
und Zeitgeschichte, 47 (2008), pp. 12-19.
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Paul Lucardie, The New Left in France, Germany and the Netherlands: Democratic Radicalism Resurrected?
(2008) <http://dnpp.eldoc.ub.rug.nl/FILES/root/publicatieLucardie/newleft/DemRadRes-08.pdf> [02 December
2008], p.1.
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Ibid.
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Andrei S. Markovits, ‘The West German Left in a Changing Europe’, in C. Lemke and G. Marks, eds, The
Crisis of Socialism in Europe (Duke University Press: Durham & London, 1992), p. 177.
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under the term ‘New Left’. In other words, the meaning applied by this thesis follows the
definition generally employed in the German literature. In the narrow sense, it refers to all
factions and parties that established themselves as political entities independent of traditional
communist parties and to the left of social democracy between 1967, the year of the first
student protests, and 1980, when the Green Party was founded in West Germany.13 Even
though some organisations of the New Left were active until the early 1990s, the
establishment of the Green Party is identified here as denoting the end of West Germany’s
New Left, considering its integrating function for parts of the new social movements and
numerous cadres formerly active in the plethora of New Left factions. It coincided with the
end of Marxist-inspired political activism aiming to overthrow the capitalist society on the
basis of the contradiction between capital and labour. It also symbolised the transition from
the alleged ‘crisis of Marxism’ to the actual dissolution of most organisations established in
the years of the shift from anti-authoritarian to predominantly Marxist-Leninist ideologies in
the wake of the student movement.14
The New Left is thus defined as a complex variety of leftist ideologies that delimited
itself from Soviet-dominated communism – above all, its Stalinist version – and its affiliated
parties in the capitalistic bloc, as well as social-democratic currents, i.e. the ‘Old Left.’
Emphasis on democracy was also considered as vital. However, it is important to stress that
discourses on democracy in radical left circles should not be confused with loyalty towards
constitutional democracy: the specific form of democratic rule, which is common in the 21st
century and usually equated with the term ‘democracy.’15

0.1.2.

Radical left

According to March and Mudde, academics have been occupied in recent years with an
“ongoing debate over the utility of alternatives such as ‘radicalism’ and ‘extremism’ in
analysing the poles of the political spectrum.”16 Given this, it is imperative to clarify what is
precisely meant by the term ‘radical left’ in the present study.
Considering the diversity of approaches developed by New Left factions and
intellectuals during its zenith in the late 1960s and early 1970s, it would be misleading to
13
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categorise most activists as ‘extremists’, in the sense of being in fundamental practical and
theoretical opposition to constitutional democracy, and refusing the sovereignty of the
people.17 In West Germany, the term ‘extremism’ was officially introduced by the Ministry of
the Interior in 1973 to further differentiate between radical groups and those extremist
factions, parties and ideologies that were, per se, in opposition to democracy and capitalism.18
What precisely was meant by ‘per se’ in this context remained vague. In recent
scholarship, the acceptance of people’s sovereignty has been commonly identified as the line
of demarcation between ‘extremist’ and ‘radical’ political activism. However, what exactly
constitutes the sovereignty of the people is again unclear. If we differ from Mudde’s view that
radicalism means the support of democratic procedures in the sense of ‘one man, one vote’,
whilst any form of political extremism denies this basic principle of the sovereignty of the
people, the radical left represents the central theme of the present study.19 Yet it is nonetheless
important to keep in mind that the support of some principles associated with modern
democracy is not identical to taking sides with its politico-economic and political-legal
organisation. Although left radicals are committed to systematic change, they do not
necessarily reject the common principles on which modern democratic societies are based
(e.g. human rights, the ideas of freedom and equality).
Moreover, in a different socio-economic setting, democracy and the sovereignty of the
people, for example, could also materialise in the form of abolition of the state. People’s
sovereignty is by definition not limited to awarding mandates to representatives, as
Schumpeter and others have argued. For Schumpeter, democracy is merely
an institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions which realizes the
common good by making the people itself decide issues through the election of
individuals who are to assemble in order to carry out its will.20

Thus, it is important to state clearly that left radicals are anti-liberal democratic, but not antidemocratic per se. Consequently, even if ‘radicalism’ and ‘extremism’ are sometimes used
interchangeably, they are in fact heterogeneous concepts with ideological intersections.21
Furthermore, Stöss emphasises that both terms are value-laden and the application of
one or the other often expresses a political weltanschauung, in the sense that the political
centre, representing the majority society and its political proponents, is considered to be
17
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‘normal’, whereas deviant political ideologies are stigmatised as inflexible and intemperate.22
Klärner and Kohlstruck concur that from the viewpoint of the logic of language, ‘radical’ and
‘extremist’ can only be meaningfully used against the background of the political centre.23
Above all, ‘extremism’ carries a particularly negative connotation, because it is generally
identified with a propensity towards violence and terrorism. Kailitz, for example, determines
the creation and preservation of a dictatorship as the common interest of political
extremism.24 Although March and Mudde stress that this does not necessarily have to be the
case, I prefer to use the term ‘extremist’ exclusively with reference to those political actors
and ideologies that propagate or apply the means of political violence to reach their goals; and
in so doing, deny the people’s sovereignty and their right of self-determination. Thus, the term
‘radical’ is used in a broader sense throughout this work, albeit with caution and in full
awareness that there are plausible arguments to suggest doing otherwise.
The term ‘left’ still refers to those political actors that, first, identify economic
inequality as the basis of existing politico-economic and socio-cultural arrangements; second,
are critical of capitalism; and third, follow an international approach “both in terms of its
search for cross-national networking and solidarity, and in its assertion that national and
regional socio-political issues have global structural causes.”25
In line with the definition of ‘radical’ and ‘left’ given above, I refer to the
Marxistische Gruppe as a typical representative of West Germany’s radical left in the 1970s
and 1980s. Although the discussion of their theoretical work in Chapters Four and Five
suggest that the Marxistische Gruppe should be categorised as an actor of the extreme left,
because of its immanent critique of the ideas of freedom and equality, its origin and strict
refusal of violent means in following its political goals are crucial in ultimately categorising
the organisation as radical and part of the New Left.
Finally, Langguth and Steffen indicate the problems of identifying the terms ‘New
Left’ and ‘radical left’ as synonymous.26 Even though, in most cases, the radical left was
identical to the New Left in the historical context of the student protest movement of 1968
and its aftermath, it is important to stress that New Left factions were generally radical; but
not all radical organisations were part of the New Left movement. The Deutsche
22
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Kommunistische Partei (DKP, German Communist Party), for example, was radical, some
might argue even extremist, but because of its close relationship to the East German Socialist
Unity Party it was not categorised as a New Left organisation.

0.1.3.

Bourgeois society and science

The Marxist term ‘bourgeois society’ refers to the social formation in which the commodity
relationship — that of buying and selling commodities and services — has spread into every
corner of life.27 Capitalism is considered to be the ruling political economy: on which
typically, but not necessarily, a democratic political system arises. The term ‘bourgeois
society’, originally translated from Marx’s early writing, could also be translated into ‘civil
society’. However, Engels himself was quick to comment on the difficulties of translating the
German word ‘bürgerlich’ appropriately.28 For him, the term ‘civil society’ would
inadequately reflect the specific nature of the capitalist society. Accordingly, I use the term
‘bourgeois society’ in this work.
Moreover, the adjective ‘bourgeois’ is frequently used in the context of Marxist
conceptions to specify the character of, for example, academic ideologies advocating the
maintenance and advancement of capitalist society and its adequate political and cultural
patterns. Thus, whenever I refer to the ‘critique of bourgeois science’ as a means of political
agitation deployed by Marxist organisations and intellectuals, I refer to their immanent
criticism of those theories allegedly affirming the principles of the bourgeois society, i.e.
capitalism and constitutional democracy. ‘Bourgeois’ is therefore not to be confused with
‘private individual’, often attributed in the context of civic education to distinguish between
the private character of an individual and its public appearance as ‘citoyen’.
Further, the term ‘science’ is taken from Marxist literature and applied in this thesis,
even though it is generally used in English to lay emphasis on natural and physical sciences as
distinguished from the arts and humanities. There are two reasons for this: first, Marx himself
claimed to have established the theoretical foundations for ‘scientific socialism’. Marxists
therefore do not question the possibility of objective insights as a matter of principle in the
academic fields of arts and humanities. Second, the German term ‘geisteswissenschaften’, the
equivalent to ‘arts’ and ‘humanities’, is more comprehensive and does not deny the idea of
‘science’ in a broader sense: namely, to produce knowledge about a specific subject matter.
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Vester also warned Hayden of not simply reiterating
the ‘uncommitting generality of the American creed’
in the section on values, but to underline that good values
can unfold their power only in a good society, where
they can gain broader currency.29

1.1.

Introduction

In his essay, Periodizing the 60s, Jameson began his analysis from the position that “history is
[a] necessity”; and accordingly, claimed that the 1960s “had to happen the way it did.”30 He
further argued that the opportunities and failures of that period “were inextricably intertwined,
marked by the objective constraints and openings of a determinate historical situation.”31 In a
different analysis but similar to Jameson’s structural argument, Tarrow claimed that
“movements are born, diffused and processed through the logic of political opportunities.”32
According to his approach of generalising social conflict into a cycle of protest, the
radicalisation at the peak of the protest cycle changes into disillusionment and produces
defection among parts of the protest movement. Moreover, some groups, embittered by the
failures of mass activism, turn to utopianism and violence.33
Without calling into question the reasonableness of both Jameson’s and Tarrow’s
levels of analysis, and despite the great differences between both authors’ approaches, it is
argued here that their analysis does not allow for a satisfactory understanding of the post-1968
developments in West Germany. This chapter will establish the basis for a theory of the poststudent movement era beyond the idea that historical developments had followed a set pattern.
It is argued that only the prevailing revolutionary theory and practice of the 1960s and its
aftermath allows a proper understanding of the New Left’s further development after 1968
and in particular of specific strands and organisations. Thus, in contrast to authors such as
29
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Jameson and Tarrow, I posit that historical events in general, and those co-occurring in the
‘years of 1968’, are not the result of an inherent ‘historical necessity’.
The volitional and purposeful nature of human activity is at all times exerted in a
specific historical context, which urges an individual to act and reflect upon its economic,
social and cultural constraints. These constraints, however, do not nullify the possibility of
opposing them theoretically and, if possible, practically. Jameson’s idea of objective, effective
‘constraints’ and ‘openings’ in specific historical situations is, therefore, an attempt to make
sense of developments that, in fact, were not pre-determined. Ultimately, historical
developments depend on how individuals and social groups conceptualise reality and the
conclusions they draw from their intellectual dealings with the world they are living in.
Studying the development of the New Left without referring to the predominant
theoretical strands that emerged within a broader historical context would constitute a
hopeless endeavour. By focussing on revolutionary theory, the scope of this work exceeds the
explanatory limitations of quasi-law-like theories regarding the aftermath of 1968. For
example, Tarrow explained the radicalisation of the New Left in the 1970s and retreat of a
considerable number of activists into privacy over the following decade as the expression of a
recurring cycle of protest; and thus, even implicitly, negated the theoretical and practical
conclusions drawn over the course of the New Left’s further development. In contrast to
Tarrow’s schematic approach, I argue that major developments of the post-1968 era were
already latent in the New Left’s emergence and how its proponents dealt intellectually with
historical circumstances and ‘structural limits’. The developments of Maoist K-Gruppen and
Marxistische Gruppe (MG, Marxist Group) reflect the relevance theory formation, which
should not be confused with yet another deterministic interpretation of the subject.
The intellectual transitions implied in abandoning certain schools of thought in order
to adopt new theoretical approaches are key to analysing post-1968 developments. The main
task of the following chapter is thus to expose the logical links between the manifold
manifestations of radical leftist opposition at the height of the student movement and in its
aftermath.

1.2.

The historical context of the emerging New Left in West
Germany

The ‘68’ movement and its defining protagonist, the New Left, had already begun to evolve in
the Cold War era during the mid-1950s. Its historical origin is closely linked to Khrushchev’s
Thaw in the aftermath of his ‘secret speech’ in 1956. This speech not only initiated the
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process of de-Stalinisation in the Soviet Union and the transformation of its society by
opening up to certain economic, cultural and political exchange, but also allowed for a
reconsideration of Marxist ideas in Western societies from which the nucleus of West
Germany’s New Left originated.34
Beside the overarching conflict of the Cold War, from the mid-1950s to early 1960s,
various other incidents shaped international political, economic and cultural landscapes.
Although most are familiar and require no need for further emphasis ― they have been
thoroughly documented, for example, in Eric Hobsbawn’s The Age of Extremes― this thesis
draws attention to three particularly relevant events and processes of that era. First and
foremost, the twin crises of Suez and Hungary in late 1956, which provided evidence to
liberal parts of the political left that neither the great powers of the West (e.g. Great Britain
and France), nor the Soviet Union were willing to abandon the traditional power politics of
the pre-war world. Second, the anti-imperialist Cuban Revolution, which morphed into a
serious socialist project in the early 1960s, functioned as a role model for the emerging New
Left in Western Europe, in so far as it demonstrated the practical possibility of opposing and
even partially defying the American political, economic and ideological sphere of influence.
For a short period of time, Cuba became an inspiration for an entire generation of political left
activists. By pursuing a socialist project in the ‘backyard’ of the US, Cuba exemplified the
prospect of substantially altering the political status quo of a single nation under Cold War
conditions, without support of one of the two political superpowers.35
Third, the often violent decolonalisation process and emergence of the Third World,
illustrated by the Algerian and Vietnam Wars, bore opportunities for left-wing forces to
express their solidarity with those fighting off both old European imperial powers and the
military forces of a neo-colonial power, namely, the US. These conflicts reinforced the basic
criticism of post-war politics and the current world order, especially pertaining to global
distribution of wealth. In Germany, the Third World question had an important influence on
the development of the New Left and shaped it, though with a smaller impact, until the late
1970s, expanded on further below.36
Yet alongside these events and developments, capitalism continued in its ‘golden age’.
The first two decades after World War II were characterised by unprecedented economic
34
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growth in the industrialised world. In Western Europe as well as in North America, this era
oversaw low unemployment and steady growth rates until the late 1960s. Along with
economic expansion came a significant increase in educational participation. However, this
increased participation was not matched by changes in the structure of the university system,
or of attitudes among academic personnel; a criticism reinforced in West Germany given the
Nazi past of many of its academics.37
Moreover, three particularly significant events influenced the West German left and
laid the foundations for what eventually became known as the Neue Linke. Aspirations for a
new form of popular participation were first ignited by the West German government’s
ambition to acquire tactical nuclear arms for the newly established Bundeswehr, the armed
forces of the Federal Republic. Although the US did not agree to West German nuclear
armament specifically, the capitalist superpower nonetheless stationed nuclear warheads in
the Federal Republic of Germany. This resulted in the first flaring up of extra-parliamentary
opposition, which had a strong pacifistic orientation, and institutionalisation of new left-wing
approaches to politics from an unorthodox Marxist perspective. For example, Das Argument,
a leading Marxist journal even now, had its roots in these protests and was therefore a
precursor for the developments of the late 1960s.38 Second, the West German social
democrats, the Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD), officially renounced
Marxism from their party programme in 1959, because of their ambition to become West
Germany’s second mass party to the left of the ruling conservatives. Instead of calling for the
nationalisation of key industries, the Godesberger Programm, the SPD’s official party
programme until 1989, emphasised the forces of the market economy and values of
democratic socialism.
Although the terminology of the new party programme was, in some respects, still
radical, the practical consequences stood in opposition to this radical rhetoric. With its new
programme, the SPD finally dismissed any remnants of social-revolutionary ambitions and
even qualified itself for a potential grand coalition with the ruling Conservative Party.39
Related to these developments, and the second catalyst for the emergence of the New
Left, was the separation of the Sozialistische Deutsche Studentenbund (SDS) from the SPD, as
a consequence of the Godesberger Programm declaring in 1961 that membership of the SPD
37
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was no longer compatible with that of its student organisation. The SDS, led by West
Germany’s later chancellor Helmut Schmidt after its establishment in 1946, developed
alongside the SPD in the 1950s and was targeted with increasing intensity by party leaders’
intent on removing Marxist influences from its student organisation and preventing further
radicalisation. From the mid-1960s onwards, the SDS became the ideal student-organised
platform for young leftist activists and intellectuals, who sought an alternative to the political,
economic and socio-cultural status quo.40 In this context, Klimke stresses how positive
institutional independence was in the further development of the SDS. Now acquitted from
the constraints of party politics, it was able to allocate the concept of a ‘New Left’ with a
prominent role in internal debates. Before its split from the SPD, the SDS already regarded
itself as a promising ‘point of crystallisation of a New Left’ and part of an international
movement, supporting, for example, the anti-colonial war in Algeria.41
Third, in 1956, the Constitutional Court banned the Communist Party of Germany
(KPD) because of its anti-constitutional goals, which complicated any serious or concerted
communist campaigning. This ban, however, helped lead to a thorough reconsideration of
Marxist ideas, in critical distance to the Soviet Union and its affiliated parties. As there was
no traditional Communist party in West Germany after 1956, the discourse among leftist
intellectuals was mostly open and unaffected by Moscow-loyal party politics. West Germany,
frontline state of the Cold War, and in spite of its pronounced anti-communist attitudes,
nonetheless provided its emergent New Left with unique development potentialities.
Considering this context and the incipient changes in the socio-economic structure of
industrialised states, it came as no surprise that the West German New Left, which developed
during the mid-1960s, soon went beyond the boundaries of academia, within which a first
wave of young intellectuals and activists had been strongly politicised.42 These thinkers,
however, were different from their predecessors of the late 1950s. Although Geoff Andrews
refers to the British situation, his words nonetheless outline major characteristics of the new
radical left throughout Western Europe:
Younger, more privileged backgrounds, less assimilated into ― indeed, at times
openly hostile to ― the political culture of British socialism […]. Their inspiration
was from theory […] much broader in scope [and] defining features were derived from
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the new analyses of capitalism and in particular the renaissance in new forms of
western Marxism.43

Although specific developments differed significantly in time and space within and between
countries, some commonalities of the New Left movement in the ‘years of 1968’ and
thereafter can be identified. Paul Lucardie rightly emphasises two central characteristics of
what he refers to as the second wave of the New Left, i.e. the ‘68er’: first, in contrast to social
democratic currents and orthodox communists, the New Left in Europe and elsewhere
“refused to take sides in the Cold War between Western capitalism and Eastern socialism.”44
Second, even though the dominant framework for alternative approaches to politics
in the late 1960s was inspired by Marxist theory, the New Left actually acted upon various
radical concepts based on the idea of people’s democracy. This was also true of the majority
of factions and parties established both in and shortly after 1968 in West Germany. When the
student protest movement fragmented in different theoretical directions, because vaguely
formulated revolutionary hopes did not materialise in the short term, a considerable number of
activists reassessed differing concepts of democracy — often termed as ‘real’ democratic
approaches — as appropriate means for substantial political change. This support of
alternative forms of democracy, an approach that implied the support of the fundamental
principles of freedom and equality, albeit based on very different interpretations than those of
modern parliamentary democracies, proved decisive in the further development of the ‘red
decade’, the years between 1967 and 1976/77.
In such a context, Dan Diner’s interpretation of world history in the 20th century as a
‘world civil war of social values’ must be rejected. Although it might seem plausible to argue
that the politico-theoretical poles of socialism and liberalism differ regarding their emphasis
of freedom and equality, this interpretation becomes highly fraught when Diner, and, in line
with him, Jan Gerber, identify left-wing forces as synonymous with the political current
promoting egalité and the centre-right as supporting liberté.45 This is an oversimplification
and, from a theoretical point of view, incorrect. In fact, both left-wing and centre-right
intellectuals and activists rest their conceptions of society upon specific ideal realisations of
freedom and equality. It is thus no coincidence that in 1962 the Students for a Democratic
Society (SDS/US), influenced by West German student activists, demanded “that the United
43
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States live up to its democratic ideals of liberty and social and political equality,”46 a demand
that also articulated the attitude of the West German SDS towards social change in the early
1960s. Chapter Five will return to the apparent tension between the concepts of freedom and
equality when discussing the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory of the modern state and its impact
on the organisation’s development.
Activists organised in revolutionary factions in the wake of the student movement
were proponents of a specific form of state idealism. This facet of the generation of ’68’,
whose politicisation occurred because the democratic state was perceived as not acting in line
with its own principles, plays a crucial part in explaining the historical development of the
West German New Left.
The second generation of the European New Left, generally referred to in the West
German context as the New Left, emerged within such circumstances, which provided the
foundation of various new and reconsidered Marxist schools of thought, such as different
interpretations of Maoism. Amid this context, the role of the Rote Zellen (RZ, Red Cells),
which became a recruiting reservoir for Maoist organisations, was of particular importance.
The Red Cells founded in the vast majority of university towns, also provided the
origin of the MG, to which the Bavarian Under-secretary of State and later Minister-President,
Günter Beckstein, referred as “the most powerful organisation of the New Left”47 in 1989.
Although particular emphasis is put on the un-dogmatic MG and the Maoist K-Gruppen in
this work, other important ideological strings of the West German New Left will also be
touched upon, demonstrating that relevant developments in the 1970s had already surfaced in
the ‘years of 1968’. Moreover, an analysis of these ideological strings will reveal the many
points of intersection that allowed the New Left in general and Maoist K-Gruppen in
particular to reconnect with the bourgeois society criticised vehemently both during and after
the student movement had peaked.

1.3.

On the peak of the West German student movement and
major ideological influences: the years of ‘68’

In spite of the aforementioned historical developments against the background of the Cold
War, the actual West German student movement was primarily sparked by the students’
critique of the higher education system and proposed passage of state of emergency laws that
was interpreted as providing for a new fascistisation of the West German state. Starting at the
46
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local and national level, the movement rapidly began to touch on international issues.
Criticisms were also soon directed at the existing social order. This can largely be attributed
to the influence of the Frankfurt School, which provided students with a broader analysis of
the enmeshment of Nazi rule and capitalism.48
The following section reflects on various ideological facets of the 1968 West
German movement, in order to lay the politico-theoretical ground with which to make sense
of the historical development of West Germany’s New Left and its existential crisis by the
late 1970s and beyond.

1.3.1.

The emergence of the student movement and transition of protest
from local to national and international level

In order to further develop the necessary conditions with which it could assert itself in the
international arena, the West German government began to invest in expanding higher
education on an unprecedented scale in the early 1960s. Improving the production and
teaching of knowledge was designed to satisfy the demands of commodity production and
changing requirements of the labour market. Among other things, this led to a fragmentation
of academic disciplines, criticised by many students as forcing blinkered specialisation.
Furthermore, the system of tenured professorships, which granted deans the full power to
make decisions regarding the organisation of studies, came under growing pressure. Already,
in the early 1960s, the SDS demanded collegiate administration in academia and student
participation in appointment procedures and research projects. At the height of the student
protests in 1968, this demand had intensified to such a degree that students called for the
implementation of an equal-say system in decision-making.49 Another, more politically
sensitive reason for the students’ criticism lay in the fact that a considerable proportion of
professors were already in post during the Nazi regime and had ideologically supported it:
‘Under the gowns / Is the musty odour of a thousand years’.
Both the demand for equal student participation in cases of departmental issues and
criticism of the continuity of staff at universities morphed into a general critique of the
existing political economy and bourgeois society. The student movement was convulsed by
the twin demands of further democratising West German society and coming to terms with
48
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the fascist past of the two German states.50 Their Nazi heritage had two significant roles for
student activists. First, the generation conflict was fierce between those born during or in the
early years after the Second World War and their parents who actively supported or at least
tolerated the fascist regime and its warfare. In fact, the particularities of the German history
and the unwillingness of the war generation to deal with its past, added a unique political
dimension to the generation conflict that allowed the majority of students to sympathise with
the criticism formulated by New Left activists. In society as a whole, the experienced ‘ideal
world’ created in the years of the Wirtschaftswunder during the 1950s and the postwar
consensus were challenged. Second, the impact of the Frankfurt School on student activists
was grounded in its critique of the linkage between fascism and the logic of the capitalist
system. Both aspects, the specifics of the generation conflict and theoretical underpinning of
the relationship of Nazism and capitalism resulted in a strongly politicised movement
exceeding, for example, the rather pop-cultural protests in the UK.51
In line with the higher education reform programme, which aimed to maintain the
international competitiveness of the young West German republic within a changing
economic environment, the draft of the new state of emergency laws intended to resume the
unrestricted political sovereignty of the Federal Republic. Even though this sovereignty was
recognised by the occupying powers according to formal law, the state of emergency was de
facto regulated in the General Treaty regarding the West German state in 1954. In this treaty,
the US, United Kingdom (UK) and France granted themselves special rights to intervene and
take over the authority in the case of interior or exterior states of emergency. The definition of
such a ‘state of emergency’ was incumbent on the Allied Occupying Powers. Already in
1960, the Federal Republic had made a legal advance to deal with such potential cases in
sovereign laws. This was opposed by the German Federation of Trade Unions and the
majority of social democrats, but remained on an institutional level before the protests were
taken to the streets in 1966, which marked the actual birth of the broader
Außerparlamentarische Opposition (APO, extra-parliamentary opposition).
Apart from trade unions, the APO consisted mainly of left-wing forces which
belonged to the Kampagne für Abrüstung (KfA, Campaign for Disarmament), and the
Republikanischer Club (RC, Republican Club) in which academics, politicians and media
representatives were politically organised.52 The proposed passage of emergency laws was
50
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interpreted by APO representatives as the manifestation of a process leading to a new
‘authoritarian state’. This perception was reinforced by the establishment of the grand
coalition of conservative and social-democrats in 1966 and the often disproportionate
response of police units to protesting students. Accordingly, the concept of an ‘authoritarian
state’ became an integral part of criticism of the social order, discussed with particular
vehemence by the students after the shooting of Benno Ohnesorg during the course of protests
against the Persian Shah on 2 June 1967 in Berlin, an event that caused a rapid and
unprecedented politicisation of the West German student body.53
This radicalisation of the students took place against the backdrop of the Vietnam War
and the US’ brutal military campaign in South-East Asia. In this context, domestic political
criticism was generally linked to that of the existing politico-economic order. Scores of
students began to challenge the principles of capitalism, which led to the rejection of reformist
approaches and increasingly intense discussion of alternative forms of society. These
discussions of contemporary imperialist policies of industrialised states in general, and the
American military campaign in Vietnam in particular, resulted in an International Desertion
Day in May 1968. In the course of this action, organised by American, German and French
students, assaults on American cultural centres, consulates and the American Forces Network
were carried out. In West Germany, students also attacked the stock exchange in Frankfurt,
the widely-known department store Kaufhaus des Westens in Berlin, town halls and police
stations with Molotov cocktails and cobblestones. For the student movement, the international
co-operation was characteristic. Strong ties existed to American French, Italian and other
West European student activists. The internationalist outlook also contributed to the
formulation of criticism against the Western superpower which was the main driving force
behind the freeing of Germany from Nazi rule; it also helped to partially transcend the
constraints of the Cold War era by penetrating the rigid anti-communism of the West German
society and its unquestioning support of the US.54
For many student activists, the ‘grimace of capitalism’ was manifest in the continuing
fight of the capitalist superpower against the Vietnamese population. However, the revolting
generation of 1968 were not merely preoccupied with the situation in South-East Asia. The
‘excesses’ of the capitalist system were identified across the entire so-called Third World.
Western democracies were held as mere character masks of international imperialism,
meaning that, by 1967, a majority of students had begun to transpose their criticism of the
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political status quo in West Germany and the world into a general critique of capitalism per
se, a development largely initiated by the Frankfurt School.55 An analysis of the student
movement’s discourses shows that the critique was often based on a supposed dualism
between industrialised nations and the states of the Third World; the basic idea was that the
first would be characterised by material affluence, whereas the poverty of individuals living in
those countries would be for the most part of an ideational nature. Julcher, for example,
highlights that the world was dichotomised by student activists into poor and rich countries.
This involved an abstraction from the bloc confrontation of the Cold War. In this approach,
nations were classified according to their level of industrial development.56
Ideational poverty was primarily traced back to the ‘manipulation’ of individuals in
Western bourgeois societies. With reference to Marcuse, arguably the most prominent
representative of the Frankfurt School during the years of protest and appreciated for his
practical support of their political concerns, students argued that individuals in modern
developed societies are corrupted by their relative material affluence and manipulated by their
respective socialisation. Socialisation in contemporary societies was criticised in the 1960s for
how it affects individuals. It was argued that it would reduce human existence, the way in
which individuals think, feel and act, to fulfil the demands of capitalist production.57
The idea that individuals would, in one way or another, be manipulated by the media,
their relative wealth and the state apparatus, formed a key topos of the socio-economic
criticisms propagated by student activists during the late 1960s. ‘Break the power of the
manipulators’ was, for example, a common motto of the Anti-Springer campaign, which
attempted to break up the media empire of Axel Springer, who published, among other
newspapers, Bild, West Germany’s leading daily tabloid.58
What generally had been understood by the expression ‘manipulation’ was the idea
that thoughts, decisions and actions of individuals would be imposed on them from outside
and beyond their conscious perception. In other words, student activists following Marcuse’s

55

See Schmidtke, Der Aufbruch der jungen Intelligenz, 2003. The key role of the Vietnam War in the
radicalisation for ‘68’ is also emphasised in Ingo Juchler, Die Studentenbewegung in den Vereinigten Staaten
und der BRD (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1996); Nick Thomas, Protest Movements in 1960s West Germany: A
Social History of Dissent and Democracy (Oxford: Berg, 2003).
56
See Juchler, Die Studentenbewegung, pp. 81-82.
57
The idea that humans would be determined in their thinking and actions by their socialisation was developed
by Marcuse in his work Eros and Civilisation: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud. In One-Dimensional Man, he
formulates his thoughts on workers being corrupted by material affluence. A valuable analysis of Marcuse’s
theoretical work can be found in Douglas Kellner, Herbert Marcuse and the Crisis of Marxism (Macmillan:
London, 1984).
58
An original leaflet of this campaign calling for protests against the newspaper is, for example, available in
Chronik der Mauer/1968 <http://www.chronik-der-mauer.de/index.php/de/Start/Detail/id/659537/item/5/
page/0> [26 October 2011].

Chapter 1

The emergence and development of West Germany’s New Left

39

work assumed that the consciousness of individuals would be forced to adopt ideas about the
world and how they experience their lives contrary to their attitude of mind. A thought would,
thus, be only seemingly a declaration of one’s will; as the formation of thoughts is not
reproducible, they are confronted with the individual’s allegedly genuine attitude.
Supporters of manipulation theories, such as Marcuse, construct an ideal of thinking
that offers guidance for what individuals supposedly have to think according to their
generational, sex or class identities. In consequence, only those thoughts that run contrary to
the interests of the theory’s apologists are suspect to manipulation. Thus, manipulation
theories imply a critique of ideas and judgements in conflict with the general intellectual
attitude of its exponents. This criticism, however, is not based on a content-related analysis of
specific thoughts, because the latter are exclusively confronted with idealised thought content.
The revolting students therefore defined the individual’s consciousness as caused by
heteronomy.
By confronting individuals with a variety of political, cultural and commercial
messages, ‘manipulators’ would evoke appropriate behaviour; accordingly, supporters of the
theory emphasised that the manipulating force is unfolding in the subconscious mind and thus
takes place behind the actual consciousness of individuals. Moreover, and running counter to
their own theoretical premises, it remained unclear why and how proponents of manipulation
theory were able to be aware of others being manipulated by the media and the state. The
application of the theory’s basic idea on its proponents appeared to be a logical impossibility.
With the beginning of the disintegration of the student movement in the summer of
1968, such disputes became more intense and even represented a criterion for demarcation
among the many radical factions emerging from the movement. The success and influence of
manipulation theory was based on its simple, elitist nature. It allowed students to explain a
complex phenomenon, namely the submission of majority society to state and capital without
profound theory formation, and reflect on themselves as ‘experts’, able to decipher the
delusion caused by the ‘system’. Rudi Dutschke and Hand-Jürgen Krahl, both influenced by
the cultural pessimism of the Frankfurt School, were the leaders of student thought in the
tradition of Critical Theory, who assumed that the repressive system was able to utilise
sophisticated manipulation techniques in order to influence the powerless object, i.e. the
proletariat.59 This idea was, in different ways, taken up by K-Gruppen and the Rote Armee
Fraktion (RAF, Red Army Faction) in the 1970s.
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In Chapter Four, the MG’s theory of the bourgeois psyche will be discussed. The
group’s approach also implies severe criticism of manipulation theories and in particular of
Marcuse, the ‘father of the New Left’. The relevance of the MG’s theory’s analysis for the
further development of the organisation will also be stressed.
The social-cultural destitution of industrialised nations contrasted with the material
hardship of those individuals living in the Third World. It was assumed by many students that
any fundamental change of the socio-economic order had to originate in the Third World and
expand in concentric circles to the industrialised states of the Western hemisphere. The Third
World was considered to be the epicentre of social revolution. This idea was taken up most
radically by the Maoist K-Gruppen, for which every movement that understood itself as
‘progressive’, ‘anti-imperialist’ or ‘socialist’ proved the validity of being in line with the
general historical tendency of world revolution.60 This dependency on revolutionary
individuals and organisations in the Third World had an important influence on the
development and eventual demise of the K-Gruppen which I will refer to in Chapter Two.
Constructed dualism between the ideational poverty in developed countries and
material poverty in the Third World was not undisputed among student activists. Those that
studied, in depth, the critique of political economy stressed that production in capitalism was
aimed to augment abstract wealth and implied the expropriation of the working force as a
matter of principle. Critics of the dualist concept did not deny the significant difference
regarding the level of economic development and poverty between industrialised and socalled Trikont61 states. However, any idealisation of the political struggle and social situation
in these countries was refuted. The MG and its predecessors took up this criticism and refused
to link their political goals to the idealised struggle elsewhere. The consequences of this
approach are discussed below.

1.3.2.

Criticism of the state (I): critique of ‘state monopoly capitalism’

The 1968 movement reinterpreted, further developed and criticised the classical works of
various Marxist thinkers. The theory of state monopoly capitalism (stamocap theory)
developed in the aftermath of World War I was among the concepts debated.62 Proponents of
60
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the stamocap theory assumed that capitalism would no longer develop according to its own
logic. Further, capitalism is interpreted as in a dying, decaying stage reflected in the fact that
major corporations are forced to use their economic power to subject the state apparatus to
their interests and goals. This apparent amalgamation of private economic, public and military
interests would result in policies pursued by the capitalist state that solely represent the
interests of major corporations in the respective society and abroad. By exploiting the state for
their economic purposes, ‘big business’ would affect all other interests existing in democratic
societies. It was also argued that historically, this had raised the potential of social unrest, and
hence why state authorities would have to (re-)act in an increasingly authoritarian way.63
Similar to the dualistic division of the globe into wealthy developed and poor ‘Third
World’ countries, stamocap theory did not remain unchallenged among student intellectuals.
Critics referred to the paradox inherent in the idea that the supposedly impotent ideal practical
capitalist, the modern bourgeois state, would be subjected to the interests of major
corporations while assisting these interests by wielding its monopoly of force. The state, in its
capitalist form, was therefore identified as a ‘foreign element’ to capitalist relations.
Stamocap theory could thus not adequately explain the existence and raison d'être of
capitalist states.64 Critics argued that the capitalist’s interest in competing for economic
success would override any considerations at a higher level, leading to the hypothesis that
economic players in capitalism would develop an interest in the basic conditions of their
existence only to an extent. Critics also emphasised the state’s monopoly of force asserts, and
maintenance of the legal modes of capitalist competition. In contrast to the assumptions of
stamocap theory, they insisted that the bourgeois state’s interest in capital accumulation
would differ from that of equity holders, and also that for the modern capitalist state, the
accumulation of abstract wealth would constitute the material basis for its power.65
Moreover, the bourgeois state, willing to retain and expand its power, would formulate
an interest in the augmentation of producing abstract wealth on its territory. This public
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interest would thus not coexist with that represented by capitalists. By claiming that the
damage suffered by individuals in capitalist societies would increase the ‘potential of social
unrest’, proponents of stamocap theory projected their goal of substantial change, onto
proletarians and the unemployed; yet could not bring themselves to consider the existence of
the bourgeois state as the necessary condition for the proletariat to pursue its own personal
and material interests.66
In the 1970s those involved in the Staatsableitungsdebatte, an exclusively West
German attempt to logically derive the essence of the modern capitalist state, aimed to
overcome the theoretical inconsistencies implied in both hitherto prevailing leftist concepts of
state: the social-democratic and stamocap theory.67 Whereas the traditional social-democratic
theory of state emphasises the state’s high degree of autonomy, proponents of stamocap
theory, as outlined above, assume a ‘fusion’ between state and monopoly capital. The
Staatableitungsdebatte explicated the separation of state and capital, only to reconceptualise
the phenomenon of the bourgeois state. Importantly, it concluded that the state’s relative
autonomy was constitutive for capitalist modes of production, because this would enable the
bourgeois state to act as an adequate and efficient representative of national capital.68
The MG’s contribution to this debate will be discussed below. It will also be revealed
how far the group attached its theory formation to Karl Marx’s fragmented theory of state and
therefore stands in his tradition.

1.3.3.

Criticism of state (II): anarchic ideas and the fascist continuity
thesis

Beside the influence of the Frankfurt School on the criticism of state and interpretation of
stamocap theory, anarchic ideas experienced a renaissance in the student movement.
Anarchism appeared an attractive ideology with which to utilise the antinomies of (neo-)
imperialist rule for the purposes of oppressed peoples and, in consequence, for the
liberalisation of societies in the developed world.
Even though various anarchist currents existed during the years of the student
movement, e.g. individualist, collective or communist anarchism, the desire to abolish any
form of authority was their common ground. The state embodied the incorporated authority in
the view of anarchists, a view that mystified the capitalist state’s raison d'être, because
66
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‘authority’ is a category of analysis devoid of any specifics and objectives pursued by a
particular public authority.69
In continuation of Bakunin’s work, freedom was defined as a characteristic trait of
human beings, and thus deduced from jus-naturalistic ideas.70 According to these ideas,
human beings are free and equal in a natural state and would thus also have the natural right
to defend their individual freedom. Whereas this assumption led philosophers of natural law
to act as advocates for the state, e.g. John Locke, Bakunin and student activists concluded the
exact opposite, because freedom would be a fundamental principle of human existence that
can exclusively be preserved in her state of nature. The anti-authoritarian movement and with
it the SDS as its leading organisation drew heavily on anarchist ideas. Numerous
commentators interpreted the SDS as an anarchist organisation that applied the propaganda by
the deed in a creative and spontaneous way.71
In general terms, the criticism of modern forms of state was a common phenomenon during
the years of the West German student movement and referred to, albeit with different
emphasis, capitalist and socialist regimes. This student criticism occurred because of a ‘vague
feeling of unease’ regarding public institutions. After Benno Ohnesorg, a young German
language student, had been shot at a demonstration against the autocratic Persian regime on 2
June 1967, discussions on the ‘authoritarian character’ of the Federal Republic reached their
culmination.72
For many revolutionary students, this ‘authoritarian character’ was manifest in the
resolute response of police forces. The passage of state of emergency laws represented further
‘evidence’ of the growing tendency of the Federal Republic to act in an ‘authoritarian’ way;
and hence, to move closer to the behaviour of its notorious predecessor.
The assumed affinity between the existing social order and fascism was justified by
revolting students, who referred derisively to the system of ‘state monopoly capitalism’ and
the state’s one-dimensional function therein. In leaflets and political actions, the Federal
Republic was often and openly referred to as being ‘fascist’.73 Activists of the 1968
movement criticised the West German state not only for its planned implementation of state
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of emergency laws and the sometimes brutal acts of police forces against peaceful
demonstrators, but also for its historical unwillingness to rigorously bring the process of
‘denazification’ to an end, to a large extent, the judicial system consisted of civil servants who
had served under the Nazi regime; whereas only a few current professors had devoted
themselves and their academic work to the ideology of National Socialism. Moreover, the
Federal President at the time of the protests, Heinrich Lübke, had drawn up construction plans
for concentration camps during World War II and, therefore, typified, as far as the students
were concerned, the continuity of public sector personnel.
Schmidtke contends that the SDS had been pointing towards this continuity since the
late 1950s. At first, the critique was formulated in written form in student journals and
leaflets. However, during the years of the student movement, activists opted for a direct
approach and confronted professors with their criticism by organising, among other things,
go-ins. By doing so, they disrupted or even broke up lectures of academics with a Nazi past.
These actions were successful in the sense that they drew media attention in the months
following the shooting of Benno Ohnesorg. In addition, the denouncement of academic
professionals led to a personalisation of the process of coming to terms with Germany’s
National Socialist past. This was demonstrated through the example of the SDS-organised
‘Anti-Lübke Week’ in 1968.74
During the week of protest, students aimed to raise public awareness of the President’s
suspect past as a member of an engineering corps during the war.75 Given this continuity in
personnel, parts of the student movement concluded that ‘authoritarian’ and ‘fascist’ rule
would continue in the post-war era. Yet this conclusion was based on reductionist lines of
thought and oversimplified the complex relationship and ideological intersections between the
fascist and democratic order. Accordingly, qualitative differences between a dictatorial form
of rule and democratic governance were often ignored. Indeed, it appears that activists applied
the attribute of ‘fascist’ to express their disappointment regarding certain political decisions,
such as the curtailment of civil rights in the case of a potential state of emergency.76
Although this attribution of the term hindered the formation of a thorough theory of
bourgeois society, students rightly emphasised that fascism and democracy would not stand in
a dichotomous relationship to one other. Criticism of the state and its ideological basis
formulated by protagonists of the student movement was, however, not exclusively fixed on
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industrial nations. Regimes of the Eastern bloc and the Soviet Union, in particular, were also
confronted by severe criticism. However, the criticism was idealistic in the sense that the
institution ‘state’ itself was not inherently criticised; rather, its specific structures and policies
were derided as being akin to fascism.
Furthermore, Henning and Raasch emphasise that students were oriented towards the
work of Herbert Marcuse in their criticism of really existing socialism. The proponent of
Critical Theory made no explicit recourse to the anarchist school of thought in his critical
evaluation of the Eastern bloc. One important aspect of the anarchist tradition of thought is
nevertheless inherent in his critique: Marcuse vigorously opposed the socialist reality of his
time on the basis of his objection to any forms of authority. The authors also referred to
criticism of the student movement which did not exclusively focus on traditional forms of
organisation in capitalist societies, such as parties, trade unions and the party organs of the
Eastern bloc.77
Moreover, this discussion of Marcuse and other authors of Critical Theory led to the
examination of the ‘authoritarian state’ and its ‘repressive’ nature. Anarchist-inspired
criticism was continued in circles such as the spontaneist movement; but more importantly,
transformed into a general interest in the essence of the capitalist state. The MG’s contribution
to the state debate of the 1970s will be analysed in Chapter Five. As with Marcuse, the
opposition to any form of authority characterised the group’s theory, and thus rejected the
prevailing idea among many student activists that state power could be deployed in a humane
way.

1.3.4.

Declaring its solidarity with the liberation movements of the Third
World: the student movement and its relationship to the world’s
poor

During the ‘1968 years’, student activists frequently incorporated resistance movements and
their protagonists in foreign countries into their ideals, involving almost unconditional
partisanship in favour of resistance forces all over the world, most notably, the Vietcong in
South Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh, the leader of the Vietnamese Democratic Republic and Che
Guevara. In consequence of this, the liberation movements in underdeveloped regions were

77

See Henning and Raasch, Neoanarchismus in Deutschland, p. 40.

Chapter 1

The emergence and development of West Germany’s New Left

46

theoretically and practically linked to the political protest articulated in industrialised parts of
the world.78
The majority of the West German student movement vehemently opposed the Vietnam
War and supported the forces of the Vietcong and North Vietnam, because they were viewed
as the spearhead of a global struggle of progressive elements against the imperialism of
Western industrial states.
Initial evidence of the students’ pro-Vietcong partisanship and their backing of Third
World liberation movements appeared in the form of a fly-posting campaign in 1966. It was
organised by members of two study groups of the Berlin branch of the SDS. In particular, the
‘Marxism and formed society’ circle, led by Rudi Dutschke and Bernd Rabehl and the
‘Vietnam’ study group implemented this campaign. Posters were placed across West Berlin
and the campus area of the local Freie Universität, which ultimately became the national
centre of student protests a year later. On the posters, the SDS approved the resistance of
Third World countries as the only opportunity to liberate these nations from First World
oppression.79
This open support for oppressed peoples also manifested itself in the statements of
West Berlin SDS activists at the congress, ‘Vietnam – Analysis of an Example’, held in
Frankfurt at the peak of the student movement in 1968 and organised by the federal executive
board of the SDS. In their paper, the armed fight of the Algerian Front de Libération
Nationale in the late 1950s and early 1960s was interpreted as a ‘revolutionary war’. The
authors concluded that the function of the congress was to call for the expansion of such ‘antiimperialistic struggles’ to the centres of capitalism. Political campaigns of West German
students were, therefore, considered an integral part of these international protests.80
In some student circles, the resistance fight of the Vietcong was frequently equated
with their own protests. This was evident in the self-designation of parts of the movement as
representatives of a new ‘urban guerrilla’, a parallelisation that was not free from
romanticising the brutal and for hundreds of thousands deadly struggle of the Vietcong.81 In
their early years of existence, this idea was not only taken up by the terrorist Red Army
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Faction, which understood itself as part of a revolutionary global guerrilla movement,
working from the metropolises.82 The concept of urban guerrilla was also taken up by Rudi
Dutschke who assigned this concept a less violent meaning in industrialised states and, even
though rather vaguely, differentiated between violence against property and violence against
persons, supporting the first as potentially ‘emancipatory’ while he refused the latter.83 The
perception of the passive worker in West Germany contributed further to the excessive
steering towards movements in Trikont states in the early 1970s.84
According to the idea that any substantial change of developed capitalist societies
would emanate from Third World countries, parts of the student movement supported almost
all struggles in the respective regions, no matter whether the ‘revolutionary’ conflict party
aimed to achieve national independence, set up socialism, or a conflation of both. The
oppressed were ideationally defended against any form of ‘reaction’. The intellectual affinity
towards the problems in these countries found its expression in intensified discussions after
the Vietnam congress in 1968. Such discussions were usually organised in study groups
loosely affiliated to the SDS.85
On the basis of their overt support for the struggle of liberation movements, it is
evident that revolting students often abstracted from the particular goals pursued by these
movements; and thus ideologically monopolised their political ideas. This involved an
idealisation of armed struggles in Trikont states. Struggles were interpreted as morally
superior to the ‘reactionary’ interests of those established regimes determined to maintain
good relations to the developed world and its international institutions.86 In the wake of the
student movement, K-Gruppen continued this approach and, among other regimes, supported
the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia.87
From a theoretical point of view, solidarity with the liberation movements of the Third
World was mainly justified by referring to the works of the leader of the Bolivian resistance,
Che Guevara; Frantz Fanon, a French writer, psychiatrist, political activist and leading
proponent of decolonisation in Algeria; and Mao Zedong. Fanon took an active role in the
Algerian War of Independence and famously authored The Wretched of the Earth, written
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during Algeria’s years of fighting off French rule. This book became a standard work for
critical activists during the peak of student protests.88 It was introduced to the West-Berlin
SDS by Rudi Dutschke, who considered its content relevant for strengthening solidarity with
the Third World and to seek a partial application of Fanon’s anti-colonialist theory in legal
and illegal protest actions.89 The Algerian conflict between 1954 and 1962 had already
resulted in the emergence of the first internationalist solidarity movement in West Germany.
Even though this solidarity movement was only of marginal importance, it was mostly
propelled by intellectuals and consisted of a few dozen groups, it had important effects for the
formation of a New Left movement. In fact, the transnational solidarity with the Algerian
people entailed a shift in the perspective of West German intellectuals away from being
exclusively occupied with Germany’s post-fascist state of affairs. The at times highly
influential internationalist Kursbuch periodical was founded by former supporters of that
movement in 1965. Hans Magnus Enzensberger and Karl Markus Michel facilitated New Left
intellectuals to publish papers and initiate important debates. Even more importantly, the
Algerian conflict led to the first wave of student internationalism and the ‘deprovincialisation’
of political activism and brought focus to political, economic and social issues in developing
countries and the role of the French and American government in international relations. It
was also a first step in transcending the ideological rigidity of Cold War, enabling students to
formulate open criticism against the occupying Western Allies and, thus, break with the early
Cold War consensus of unconditional support for the US and France and its foreign policy by
the West German government and the media.90
For leading activists of the student movement, the Algerian conflict was also of
importance because it showed the potential impact of students on the revolutionary war
between leading capitalist countries and the Third World. Fanon’s theory and legitimisation of
violence was also taken up by circles discussing the application of terroritst means in West
Germany and its legitimacy.91
Che Guevara, meanwhile, developed the so-called Foco theory. According to this
theory, a variety of localised assaults on important public institutions in the Third World
would cause nationwide societal upheaval. It would thus not be required to wait until adequate
conditions emerged to launch either an insurrection or a people’s war. Instead, Guevara was
convinced that a small group of revolutionaries could launch small-scale guerrilla warfare at
88
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any time, which would serve as a focus and inspiration for the rapid growth of general
guerrilla warfare and opposition to the current political order. In theory, a group of
revolutionaries can actively create the necessary conditions for revolution. Their vanguard
actions and moral example would establish such conditions.
Unlike genuine people’s war, Foco theory is based on the assumption that the mere
existence of the ‘focus’ makes it a vanguard, without any necessity to establish a strong
practical bond with the genuine interests of the masses. Foco theory is therefore an elitist
theory of revolution and implied the refutation of the Soviet Union’s directive to maintain
peaceful co-existence between socialist and capitalist countries.92 Both aspects were appealing
to students. In search for a third way beyond the politico-economic, ideological and cultural
boundaries of capitalism and socialism, yet marginalised in West German majority society,
the elitist nature of Focoism corresponded with the students’ own situation. The theory
emphasised the possibilities of revolutionary politics, and therefore offered a promising vision
for revolting students that only needed adaptation to the German context.
The legitimacy of violent and political resistance was also stressed by Mao Zedong,
who was widely cited by the RAF in its first public statements. In contrast to the violent
resistance of terrorist factions, political Maoists stressed the importance of political resistance
to the bourgeois society.93 Moreover, for parts of the student movement, the contemporary
exertion of influence of former colonial powers on Third World states was a mere
continuation of traditional colonial policies, albeit executed through different means. Marxist
theories of imperialism, which went beyond conceptual boundaries associated with the
historical ‘Age of Imperialism’, were rediscovered and further developed.94
In line with this modern manifestation of imperialism, student activists generally
accepted the use of violence under certain conditions as an appropriate means for achieving
the political goals pursued by liberation movements. In the West German student movement,
lively discussions on the issue of when and where socio-economic change could only be
implemented through violence developed. Some voiced their objection in principle to any use
of violence, and thus stood in the tradition of the early Ostermarschbewegung.95 Others
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vindicated the decision to deploy guerrilla warfare in Trikont states, but refused any
application of force in the industrialised world in general and against individuals in particular.
In the phase of disintegration, a small circle of activists decided to fight for the intended
overthrow of capitalism by applying violence. These activists understood themselves and their
actions as the practical expression of legitimate opposition to the ruling political class. From
this circle, the first activists of the infamous RAF were recruited and adopted the concept of
urban guerrilla to the West German situation.96

1.3.5.

The positive affirmation of spontaneity

The accentuation of creative spontaneity, through which social change would primarily be
carried out, was another key element of the New Left’s body of thought. Emphasis on the
relevance of spontaneous actions implied a vehement objection towards established forms of
organisation. This anarchist-inspired anti-establishment position was interpreted as a practical
alternative to the social system of the bourgeois society.97
In line with theorists, such as Carlo Piscane and Mikhail Bakunin, the influential
anarchist wings of the SDS and extra-parliamtentary opposition propagated that
we must spread our principles, not with words but with deeds, for this is the most
popular, the most potent, and the most irresistible form of propaganda.98

Spontaneous political campaigns were supposed to raise awareness among the people as to
their ‘undignified’ existence and therefore stimulate the reawakening of their natural desire
for freedom: an idea closely related to manipulation theory. On the basis of the unverifiable
assumption that humans have a natural desire for freedom, anarchist activists, however,
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neglected to argue thoroughly against the prevailing socio-economic circumstances of their
time.99
The spontaneity of individual and political actions enjoyed a renaissance in the West
German student movement. This resulted primarily from the criticism of ‘authoritarian’
institutions. For parts of the critical student body, the concept of spontaneity appeared to be a
positive counter-draft to the rigid, allegedly oppressive traditional forms of organisation, such
as both the party structure of the social-democratic party in West Germany and the socialist
one-party system in the GDR.100
The accentuation of spontaneity was particularly apparent in the activists’ political
action: in small groups, planned on short notice and without official admission, spontaneous
action was aimed to provoke state authorities. In most cases, it was intended to demonstrate
the state’s violent nature to the general population.101 As with the proponents of anarchism in
the early 20th century, those student activists who shared the tradition of anarchist thought
assumed that the population would in principle oppose the Federal Republic. To bring
forward this opposition, it would only be necessary to reveal the state’s violent nature. Yet it
is evident here that these activists could not, or were not willing to conceptualise the
individuals’ voluntary submission to the principles of constitutionality and capitalism.
The rediscovery of the spontaneous element also became apparent when members of
the anarchist wing proposed to restructure the SDS. These members advocated a less
centralised form of organisation and argued the case for establishing loosely associated task
forces and grassroots groups. Those West German students who defined spontaneity as the
‘driving force’ of social change and their political activism were euphoric on hearing of the
developments in Paris in May 1968 and wanted their theoretical convictions to be reflected in
the organisational structure of the SDS.102
Although the affirmation of spontaneity is not to be confused with a fundamental
steering towards anarchism, it is, nonetheless, important to point out that the theory gained
popularity among left-wing activists when the French Fifth French Republic almost collapsed
under the pressure of a general strike. The influence of anarchic spontaneism is, for example,
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reflected in an issue of Kursbuch.103 In the 1970s, this ideological string was continued by
spontaneists — i.e. the so-called Spontis — and by the autonomist movement since the early
1980s.104

1.3.6.

The ideal of egalitarian concepts of life

That industrialised societies seemed unable to overcome existing social drawbacks, such as
race, class and gender, resulted in persisting criticism among the political left by the 1960s.105
In light of this criticism, parts of the movement put into practise, for its time, a provoking
concept of life, emphasising the collective aspects of human existence: the commune. Those
formed during the years of the student revolt were influenced by the concept of anarchist
voluntarism. According to voluntarists, individuals cannot be coerced into freedom; activists
are therefore supposed to anticipate the ‘new’ libertarian society through their personal and
political actions. As per the vision of libertarians, this social order would be based on
common property. Throughout the ‘years of 1968’, communards therefore attempted to
abolish private property within their own ranks. Moreover, they intended to break with the
traditional principles of bourgeois family life and gender relations.
With this criticism came new forms of artistic expression (partly based on earlier
avant-garde movements, such as the Situationist International); an aspect of the 1960s protest
movement that Luc Boltanski summarises under the term, ‘artistic revolution’. I will return to
this in the following paragraphs, because the longing for ‘total revolution’ was arguably the
most important and long-term impact generated by the West German student movement and
the New Left.106
Living together was supposed not to be dictated by authoritarian father figures, but
grounded on democratic decision-making and gender equality. The criticism of the bourgeois
family structure was closely linked to opposing the rigid sexual morality of the post-war era,
succinctly summarised in the catchphrase ‘he who sleeps twice with the same woman is part
of the establishment’; a catchphrase which went for women too.
In the communes, the issue of prudishness was frequently discussed, though most
revolting students, raised in the spirit of conservative sexual morality, aimed to practically
overcome such traditional approaches. Moral laxity was displayed in order to provoke the
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general public: based on the motto, ‘the private is political’. Thus, parts of the student
movement reversed the imperative of monogamy into its opposite extreme and advocated
polygamy without considering the specific needs of individuals. By abstracting from these
individual needs, activists partially reproduced the rigidity of those moral values they
attempted to overthrow, instead of criticising their basic concept.
Communards understood the testing of alternative forms of social coexistence not as
an isolated learning process disconnected from society, but instead assumed that the public
demonstration of their living together would challenge prevailing norms and values. Despite
its failure to change society’s moral agenda in the short-term, the demonstration of alternative
forms of living proved to be highly influential in the long run. The communards of the late
1960s based their activism on the idea that a quasi-natural demand for egalitarian living
together would exist among the population in West Germany. In order to stimulate this
demand, it would only require an open demonstration of freedom.107
The attempt to anticipate a society free of any form of domination by creating
alternative spheres of living was manifest in transcendental features. Their concepts of living
together abstracted from existing legal regulations of democratic societies, asserted by the
state through its monopoly of force. Communards felt the effects of this, in particular, with
regard to the issue of private property. Whereas they were eager to abolish private property
within their commune (they shared all available goods), activists were, nonetheless, forced to
acquire products from capitalist marketplaces to keep their project running. Establishing
communes under the regime of abstract wealth production was thus an illusory task, which
failed to accomplish its radical political goals.
However, alternative forms of living together, such as living communities, were
nevertheless popularised in the wake of the student movement and beyond the anarchyinfluenced ideas of communes. The demonstratively displayed sexual and moral laxity also
had a long-term effect on the realisation of egalitarian concepts of life, because it challenged
the hitherto existing socio-moral consensus of the post-war era.
In the wake of the student movement, the ideal of egalitarian concepts of life was
expressed in the form of an influential new feminist movement. This movement, shaped by
protests against abortion laws, not only initiated the process to achieve legal and actual
equality between the sexes, but also changed traditional gender roles in West German society.
It was now easier for woman to pursue careers, for example, in academia, where an
107
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unprecedented number of women were appointed professors in the early 1970s. Moreover, the
new feminist movement was an important precursor for the emergence of other egalitarian
movements, such as the gay rights movement, which contributed to the success of the ‘artistic
revolution’ described by Boltanski.108 The feminist aim to overcome gender-specific
repressive living conditions and its critique of the New Left were major factors in the demise
of the student movement after the summer of 1968 when the ‘Action Council for the
Liberation of Women’ expressed its ideological distance to the SDS and established feminist
opposition within the SDS. Despite supporting traditional gender roles, K-Gruppen partially
adopted a pseudo-feminist approach in women’s groups and were involved in the anti-§218109
protests. In chapter 2.3.2 I will discuss the K-Gruppen’s intentions and discuss why the
feminist movement had no particular influence on the communist radical left.110

1.4.

Conclusion

From its origin during the late 1950s anti-nuclear weapons and Algerian solidarity movement
to the student revolt in the ‘years of 1968’, the early history of West Germany’s New Left was
characterised by an increasing level of dissatisfaction with the political, social and cultural
post-war consensus. With the death of Benno Ohnesorg at the rally against the Persian Shah
on 2 June 1967, this rather latent dissatisfaction broke through, instantly politicising a
significant portion of the student body. All the issues already discussed in the SDS, such as
the idea of a ‘formed society’, the Vietnam War and the continued influence of civil servants
who had supported the Nazi regime on the Federal Republic, now found their way into public
discourse.
The SDS was the means that enabled left-wing intellectuals to formulate criticism on
the basis of Marx’s work and the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School. The student
movement was able to partially break with anti-communism in West Germany and create
scope for critiques of Western capitalism and Eastern orthodox socialism. Accepted rules of
society were challenged along with the deceptive ‘ideology of the economic miracle’. Norms
of consumer society and meritocracy were criticised and the aspiration towards new
manifestations of political morality broadened criticism of the political and economic system
during spring and summer in 1968. However, the diversity of political opposition ―
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incorporating communist, anti-authoritarian, feminist, anarchist and cultural revolutionary
facets of diverse ideological backgrounds ― overwhelmed the SDS, which promptly broke
apart.
Various schools of thought converged within an idealistic-normative interpretation of
the political status quo. The maxim that there is no socialism without democracy and no
democracy without socialism on the basis of freedom and equality was an important
ideological cornerstone of the New Left during and after 1968. Given that, the ideal of social
revolutionaries to represent the ‘genuine’ interests of ordinary people was common and
legitimised political efforts to substantially change the West German republic. By fighting for
the interests of the ‘oppressed’ masses, activists transcended their per se limited range of
actions and were people’s representatives in spirit. In this context, and inspired by wildcat
strikes in West Germany, the initially provocative flirt with Mao Zedong morphed into the
founding of several factions based on Maoist ideas. In the early 1970s, the People’s Republic
of China became a role model for likeminded activists. The anarchy-inspired criticism of the
state was therefore not further developed but rejected in favour of an actual state, such as
China, which many interpreted as a ‘concrete utopia’ at that time. Thus, belief in the
beneficial nature of state power was not shattered but retained.
Through the example of the communist Red Cells movement and its organisational
spin-offs, the K-Gruppen and the Marxistische Gruppe, the next chapter elucidates the logic
of the New Left’s further development in the 1970s and 1980s and its realignment with the
principles of the bourgeois society, in the context of the general ‘crisis of Marxism’.
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2.

The)further)development)of)West)Germany’s)radical)left)
after)1968:)with)particular)emphasis)on)Red)Cells)and)their)
most)important)offspring,)the)Marxistische+Gruppe)and)K0
Gruppen)

2.1.

Introduction

With the SDS’ organisational structure overwhelmed and left in tatters during the peak of the
extra-parliamentary opposition of the summer of 1968, the leading student organisation lost
its influence over the myriad of factions already in existence within its own ranks and the
protest movement as a whole. This influence peaked in early 1968, when SDS groups
organised their own May Day marches, attracting 40,000 people in West Berlin alone. This
political broadening, related to the SDS’s orientation towards trade unions and the working
class, collapsed when the student organisation was not able to pool all extra-parliamentary
activists during the anti-emergency law protests. Even though the SDS, in co-operation with
trade unions, liberal student representatives, publicists and single members of the socialdemocratic party, was able to mobilise 60,000 participants to a march in Bonn on 11 May
1968, it failed to convince the German Federation of Trade Unions to call a general strike.111
Difficulties in popularising the SDS’s social criticisms and mobilising the West
German proletariat in support of substantive political and economic change resulted in the
recurrence of the question of organisation. Groups and currents of the New Left followed
different ideological and strategic directions. Local SDS groups in Cologne and Marburg, for
example, almost entirely joined the newly established DKP, whereas other groups
momentarily continued their work within the organisation, albeit the SDS as such no longer
had integrative strength and was dissolved in early 1970.112
In 1969, a new and, among left-wing students, temporarily highly influential political
phenomenon emerged from the remnants of the SDS’ communist wing in university towns:
the so-called Red Cells movement. The Red Cells proved the most important transition
phenomenon of the early post-SDS phase and also represented an important link between the
anti-authoritarian wave of protests and radical left milieu of the 1970s. Thus, the appearance
of the Red Cells movement, which lasted mainly from 1969 until 1973, marks a significant
change of paradigms towards Marxist-Leninist approaches.113
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Maoist factions either emerged directly from the Red Cells movement or at least
recruited many of its activists. Another consequence of this movement was the occurrence of
undogmatic factions in Munich and Erlangen-Nuremberg; factions that distanced themselves
from established Marxist-Leninist dogmas and eventually formed the core of the Marxistische
Gruppe, the largest organisation of the New Left, which was not founded until 1979. Thus,
the Red Cells movement can be viewed as an important contributor to the further
development and radicalisation of the New Left in the aftermath of the West German student
movement, which shaped a significant portion of radical left activists during the years of
realignment following the organisational collapse of the SDS. The Red Cells’ short history
not only anticipated important lines of conflict within the New Left in the 1970s and early
1980s, but also reflected traditionally contentious points among its activists, such as the
relationship of theory and praxis. Red Cells also broke with the strong internationalist
orientation of the anti-authoritarian student movement and therefore mark a return to a
German perspective in the sense that neither the cells nor their successor organisations
established significant relationships to likeminded organisations beyond the German-speaking
world. It can thus be argued that the radicalisation of groups by 1969, except for those
deploying terrorist means, led to a specific re-provincialisation of political activism, focussing
on the setup of a powerful national communist party.114
The hitherto unexplored history of the Red Cells movement is the subject of the
following analysis. Due to the scope and thematic focus of the present work, the analysis
mainly focuses on developments at the Universities of Munich and Erlangen-Nuremberg.
This, however, will not limit the wider relevance of the analysis, because developments in
these university towns were mostly representative of what happened elsewhere and of the
problems caused by the decentralised organisational structure of the Red Cells.
First, this chapter addresses the general historical developments and events, against
whose background the K-Gruppen operated and the Marxistische Gruppe took shape, in order
to contextualise the demise of the New Left by 1976/77.

2.2.

The historical context of the West German New Left in the
1970s

In West Germany, the years between 1969 and 1973 were the time of ‘reform euphoria’ and
Chancellor Willy Brandt’s new Ostpolitik, which launched a policy of détente between both
German states. A wave of new members joined the Jusos, the youth organisation of the social114
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democratic party, which pursued a ‘double strategy’ of supporting Brandt’s idea to ‘dare more
democracy’ and incorporate grassroots initiatives into their own policy. The demise of the
student movement resulted in the emergence of four major currents. Beside the MarxistLeninist movement and the Jusos, the DKP and unorganised anti-authoritarians were key
actors of the post-1968 era.
At its peak in 1968, the student revolt consisted of approximately 20,000 organised
campaigners, whereas the influential SDS had 2,500 registered members.115 In contrast to this,
approximately 80,000 individuals were involved in the New Left movement of the 1970s.116
In the early 1970s, 100 to 150 pro-Maoist groups alone existed in the Federal Republic and
West Berlin.117 However, the emergence of Maoist K-Gruppen between 1969 and 1973 was
only the observable peak of a more widespread phenomenon, which resulted in the formation
of a left-wing sub-culture during the 1970s. 118
In this period, a plethora of radical left organisations was established. For these
organisations, the movement of 1968 did not achieve what activists longed for: the ‘total
revolution’ of bourgeois society. These new organisations, unified in the belief of being able
to change society, pursued a variety of ideological approaches, accentuating different ideas of
the student movement’s ideological reservoir.
Although the specific historical developments of political organisations and currents
differed in terms of longevity, influence and ideological rigor, the New Left’s decline by
1976/7 was a common phenomenon not only in West Germany but across Europe and the
entire Western world. In West Germany, seemingly paradoxical, the decline occurred against
the background of wildcat strikes in 1973, economic difficulties caused by the first oil shock
in the same year and the subsequent economic downturn. The oil crisis, which contributed to
relatively high inflation levels, increasing unemployment rates and a wave of strikes in
1973/4, ended a quarter of a century of exceptionally high rates of economic growth across
Western Europe.119 Although economic depressions are usually associated with strengthening
more radical approaches to politics, Hobsbawn has emphasised that
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[a]fter twenty years of unparalleled improvement for wage-earners in economies of full
employment, revolution was the last thing in the minds of the proletarian masses.120

Given the disinterest of the working class in overthrowing capitalism, the majority of New
Left organisations had entered a ‘stage of resignation’ by the mid-1970s, in which they found
themselves politically impotent and isolated in West German society. The revolutionary hope
sparked by wildcat strikes in 1969, which seemed to break with the total passivity of workers,
turned out to be devoid of any real substance.
In the early 1970s, the West German state also followed a ‘double strategy’ with
regard to the significant levels of left-wing criticism. Repression of radical intellectuals and
activists culminating in the so-called Radikalenerlass, an employment ban for political
radicals in the civil service, was accompanied by a window of opportunity for Marxist
intellectuals to earn professorships. Reform of the education sector led to the founding of
numerous ‘reform universities’: a playground for New Left intellectuals. This development
was also supported by trade unions. By the mid-1970s, however, this window closed never to
be reopened.
The practical problems of left-wing opposition to capitalism were accompanied by
severe theoretical shortcomings in actually conceptualising economic change during the
1970s. In this context, Neusüß stressed that the existence of structural unemployment,
stagflation and the scale of the international division of labour could not be understood
through available Marxist theories of economic crisis, class and revolution. Further, Neusüß
points to the inadequacy of the established analytical framework for the understanding of the
neoclassical economic policy in West Germany following the first oil crisis in 1973 and
emergence of new social movements. By the later 1970s, these difficulties were being
discussed as representing a ‘crisis of Marxism’.121
The German Autumn in 1977, with its diverse implications for political work from the
left wing of society, proved the turning-point of the post-student movement era. The political
left as a whole had to deal with a series of terrorist events, which culminated in the suicide of
leading members of the Red Army Faction. Although the K-Gruppen were critics of the ‘petty
bourgeois’ acts of terrorism conducted by the Red Army Faction, they were nonetheless
themselves affected by the German Autumn122, as conservative politicians urged for party-ban
120
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proceedings.123 The aggravation of political terror in West Germany and abroad, e.g.
Operation Entebbe124, also increased the repression of the state against the radical left. It is
thus no coincidence that the radical left’s quantitative extension peaked with approximately
82,000 activists in 1976.125 For the radical left, events in the autumn of 1977 marked a
historical ‘break’, which led to a return to institutional approaches to political change beyond
the idea to overthrow the bourgeois state power.126
The growing emphasis on hedonistic values in the aftermath of the student movement,
which contributed to the emergence of new social movements in the 1970s, also failed to
favour radicalisation of the workers’ political consciousness. In fact, these values, which were
also essential to the concept termed by Boltanski as ‘artistic total revolution’, shifted the focus
from the reproduction of the capitalist society as a whole to the domain of human
reproduction. Change in this sphere, however, proved to be “compatible with the maintenance
of property rights under their present form and with the expansion of global capitalism.”127
This fact played a vital role in the New Left’s reconnection with mainstream society: the
politicisation and transformation of the private was an important aspect of the student revolt.
The liberation of the domain of human reproduction was an accepted issue within Maoist
factions, though only treated as a side contradiction.
In addition, the ending or substantial redirection of communist projects in China and
Cambodia; the growing Solidarność (Solidarity) and dissident movements in Poland and
Eastern Europe and, from a left-wing perspective, the disappointing developments in Chile
and Portugal, changed the international context in which the West German New Left
operated. The zeitgeist had altered significantly in West Germany and further narrowed the
room for radical left ideologies caused by the ‘conservative turn’.128
The well-documented historical context of these years is, however, inadequate in
explaining the decline of the radical left because it almost exclusively considers external
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factors. While an analysis of political, cultural and economic developments might explain
why the recruitment reservoir of the New Left shrank over the course of the 1970s, it is not
possible to explain the specific developments of political currents and organisations. A
holistic elucidation of the New Left’s history is only made possible by considering how the
changing world, specific phenomena and events were conceptualised by its different currents.
That the largest organisation of West Germany’s New Left was not established before 1979,
and went on to expand throughout the 1980s, is no historical accident but rather has its roots
in the formation of its specific theory.
It is thus worth scrutinising the theory formation of the MG and K-Gruppen.
Accordingly, the next section analyses the historical development of the Red Cells movement,
from which the MG and majority of K-Gruppen activists originated. Debates within the Red
Cells already implied the major differences held by the Maoist K-Gruppen and the
undogmatic MG, and contribute to answering the following questions: why did the KGruppen fail to endure the general crisis of Marxism in the late 1970s? Why was the inability
of K-Gruppen to ally with the working class interpreted by its supporters as an argument
against Marxism? What were the basic theoretical flaws that made the adoption of a long-term
perspective impossible for K-Gruppen?

2.2.1.

The Red Cells movement: general developments between 1969
and 1971

With the academic year 1968/69 the ‘politico-moral scandal’, the idea that democratic states
would not act in keeping with their principles retreated into the background while student
criticism frequently turned into a broader critique of the politico-economic system.129 The
‘cultural-revolutionary paradigm’ lost its appeal as a substantial number of students reflected
self-critically on their role and that played by academia during previous protests.130 In this
process, initiated by the most active parts of the student movement having studied the critique
of political economy and the history of the labour movement, activists concluded that the
academic sphere could not take on the central historical role which anti-authoritarian students
had previously assigned to it.131
Moreover, anti-authoritarianism was now criticised by Red Cells as a form of
bourgeois ideology with a primary interest in maintaining privileges rather than seriously
129
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questioning the politico-economic roots of social inequality. In this context, Red Cells
activists not only questioned the anti-authoritarian fixation on the idea of West Germany as an
‘authoritarian state’, but also criticised the student movement’s hostility towards any stringent
political organisation as an expression of its mistaken glorification of individualism when a
form of concerted political struggle would be inevitable. Red Cells, which consisted of
students and young academics, systematically organised their politico-theoretical training
autonomously, as a critical appendix to the official teaching at universities. This training in
both classical and contemporary Marxist theory was called the ‘socialist study programme’.132
Red Cells played a leading role in this ‘revolt within the revolt’. As culturalrevolutionary criticism receded into the background, academic courses were frequently
exploited for the propagation of critical ideas which affected students and teaching staff in
equal measures when the ‘critique of bourgeois science’ found its way into academia.133 In
1970, at least 61 Red Cells existed nationwide and although the movement was particularly
influential in Berlin and Munich, with approximately 500 to 700 activists each. Red Cells also
existed in Marburg, Freiburg, Hanover, Kiel, Münster, Göttingen, Karlsruhe, ErlangenNuremberg, Frankfurt, Bonn and other university towns.134
At the turn of the decade, the Red Cells established themselves as an influential ‘intrauniversity movement’.135 Although a few groups acted under the name Red Cells until the late
1970s, the movement reached its zenith between 1969 and 1973. Given the estimates for
Berlin and Munich, where two to three per cent of the student body were considered to be
affiliated with Red Cells, a nationwide pool of activists was not likely to have been larger than
around 2,500/3,000. However, as with the SDS, the influence of the Red Cells movement
significantly exceeded its membership numbers. In Munich, Marburg and Kiel, for example,
general students’ committees were led by Red Cells and affiliated groups. In Munich, local
Red Cells controlled 37 of 59 seats of the student council in 1971. Given the election turnout
(36.4%) and the total student numbers, approximately 6,500 students actively supported or at
least sympathised with the Red Cells project at Munich’s Ludwig-Maximilians University
alone.136
Red Cells defied the concept of traditional political parties. In line with the ‘critique of
bourgeois science’, cells were generally formed with an emphasis on particular study
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programmes; and early on, were only loosely associated with each other at local level.
Accordingly, cells were named as follows: Rotzeg (abbreviation for Rote Zelle Germanistik or
Red Cell German Studies); Rotzök (Red Cell Economy); Rotzjur (Red Cell Law); Rotzphil
(Red Cell Philosophy). Except for the Rotzschwul (Red Cell Gays), which was founded in
Frankfurt/Main 1970 and combined its radical left ideology with the political struggle for gay
rights, on the basis of the critique of specific academic disciplines, Red Cells had a ‘holistic’
social-economic approach, which focused on the overthrow of bourgeois society.137
The Red Cells comprised a transitional phenomenon, which initially provided a forum
for radical criticism of capitalism and its socio-cultural epiphenomena. Moreover, the
question of a potential revolutionary professional practice was of central importance for
activists. Maintaining an open exchange of ideas among different schools of thought, of which
Maoist ideology was the most commonly received, proved illusory. Similar to the student
movement, the common basis of the various Red Cells and among activists within these cells
was often of sparse nature and also differed significantly between different universities.
Despite their shared advocacy of historical and dialectical materialism, severe ideological
frictions appeared soon after most Red Cells were established in 1969/70. The major lines of
conflict-fuelling disputes among activists, which rendered impossible the establishment of a
new, unified revolutionary organisation ― the purported long-term goal ― were as follows:
first, the relationship between intellectual and manual labour; second, the praxis of the
socialist study programme and, as a consequence thereof, the role of the intellectual and the
labour division between avant-garde and proletarian masses; third, the unification process of
the Red Cells as a result of revolutionary praxis versus the idea of an unifying theory and
fourth, the problem of revolutionary professional practice in the context of an increasingly
repressive state apparatus.138
Given these conflicts, the movement failed because of controversial issues recurrently
affecting the far left milieu and often making co-operation among different socio-critical
strands impossible. The negative momentum implied in the shared opposition to the capitalist
system did not result in the establishment of a common basis for further political activities. In
this sense, the history of the Red Cells re-enacted the developments of the SDS, albeit on the
basis of supporting total social revolution. Hans H. Hiebel, a former Red Cells activist, places
this dogmatisation at 1971/72, which coincides with the splitting of local Red Cells in
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Erlangen-Nuremberg and Munich, but also with the intensified unification process and
concomitant struggle between various lines, reflected in the publications distributed by the
various groups.139
For the majority of activists involved, Red Cells marked the transition from antiauthoritarian to Marxist-Leninist (more precisely, Maoist ideologies) which predominated
among the West German radical left during the 1970s and involved an adulation of the
proletarian masses.140 Moreover, especially in the first phase of 1969 to early 1971, the Red
Cells proved a melting pot for an entire generation of left-wing academics and intellectuals.
The economists, Jörg Huffschmidt and Hans G. Ehrbar; the historian, Goetz Aly; pedagogy
professor, Freerk Huisken; Germanists, Helmut Lethen and Hans H. Hiebel; and political
scientists, Peter Meyns and Margaret Wirth, were amongst the group of activists who
supported the Red Cells at one point or another.141 Many went on to develop respectable
academic careers after leaving the Red Cells. In this context, Koenen speaks polemically of an
unrivalled ‘placement bonanza’ among young left-wing academics in the early 1970s. He
argues that the Red Cells often functioned as an equivalent to duelling fraternities and allowed
many spokespersons to utilise career-enhancing political connections.142
In concordance with their transitory character, the influence of Red Cells at most
universities had already peaked during the years of 1970 and 1971 after which many activists
left the ‘movement’ to join one of the self-proclaimed Maoist ‘vanguard organisations’, which
soon became known as K-Gruppen or other factions, such as the Sozialistische Einheitspartei
West-Berlin (SEW, Socialist Unity Part of West Berlin).143 Moreover, Matthias Brockmann
and Thomas Kram, two former editors of the Berlin-based Red Cells journal Hochschulkampf,
joined the Revolutionärer Kampf (RK, Revolutionary Struggle), a terrorist network linked to
the autonomists’ milieu, active until the late 1990s.144
In light of these developments, the comment of the SDS-Info, (the periodical of the
student organisation of the same name), regarding the founding of the first Red Cells in Berlin
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in 1969 which the authors interpreted as “the practical, organisational bracket that means the
highest degree of organisation in the present necessarily decentralised condition of
practice”,145 soon found itself overtaken by historical events. Decentralised conditions of
practice could not be transferred into a unifying approach when the ideological differences
became manifest and caused tensions within the weak organisational structures of the Red
Cells.
The first genuine Maoist spin-off of the Red Cells movement was the Kommunistische
Partei Deutschlands/ Aufbauorganisation (KPD/AO, Communist Party of Germany/Setup
Organisation). Founded in Berlin in 1970, the organisation’s major goal was to develop the
basic structure for a re-unified national Communist Party, “on the principle of unity of class
analysis and organisation.”146 As a practical consequence of the decentralised organisational
structures within the Red Cells movement, developments proceeded at different pace across
West Germany. For example, whilst the majority of Red Cells had already been disbanded in
Berlin, under the motto ‘Overcome the Red Cells movement!’ and mostly transformed into
the party base of the KPD/AO and SEW, their Munich counterparts were still involved in
discussing the necessary steps to further consolidate the Red Cells as an influential local
organisation.147
The aim to compensate for theoretical deficits accumulated in the years of anti-authoritarian
focus on revolutionising the political and social culture in West Germany found its expression
in the Red Cells, its rigorous internal organisation ― merely a two-time unexcused absence
from plenaries led to debates regarding the suitability of members ― and a tightly organised
study programme contrasting the impromptu approach of the student movement.148 Red Cells
thus also constituted an important development with regard to the willingness of disciplined
political work among student activists and therefore represented a prelude to the highly timeconsuming and strictly organised revolutionary efforts of radical leftists in the 1970s.149 For
members of Red Cells in West Berlin, it was obligatory to attend training courses, pay
membership fees of between ten and 100 DM for students and academics respectively, and
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take part in political campaigns.150 This new dimension was also reflected by the Red Cells’
diverse boards, responsible for specific tasks: e.g. recruitment of new members, support and
organisation of training courses, teach-ins and central campaigns within faculties, and
utilisation of academic resources for political agitation.151
Although decentralised, Red Cells were organised according to the principles of
communist cadre organisations.152 Thus, membership applications were bound by knowledge
of Marx’s critique of political economy, active committee work and the acceptance of
decisions taken beforehand. Any opposition to these decisions in public implied the risk of
being expelled by the organisation. The political commission represented the Red Cell,
managed its political campaigns and plena, and developed program proposals. It was
accountable, and subject to election every four months.153 During the 1970s, and based on the
principles of democratic centralism, the K-Gruppen carried this disciplined approach to
political practice to the extremes, with disastrous consequences for many activists and their
regular living conditions.154
In West Berlin and Munich, the two strongholds of the Red Cells movement, the
agitation strategy of confronting teaching staff with the supposed insufficiencies of its
theories, efforts to systematically uncover inherent contradictions of conventional approaches,
and to challenge the domination of bourgeois ideologies, provoked most academic personnel,
and caused state authorities to intervene. In 1970, almost half of all tenured professors at the
Free University of Berlin considered a move to a different university because of the tense
situation on campus, to which the Red Cells contributed significantly.155 For many professors
and other teaching personnel, academic life became so difficult, that some foresaw a ‘red
takeover’ or ‘Sovietisation’ of the university, others that the Berlin Senate sought to impose a
ban on tutorials and lectures held by members of Red Cells in 1971.156 The authorities
believed these were merely socialist study courses disguised as official university events. The
senate lost the law suit, because it was unable to provide evidence that these lectures were
directed against the free democratic order and, thus, transcended ideological criticism.157 In
fact, activists predominantly agitated on the basis of a criticism of ideology; providing
tutorials represented an important cornerstone of this strategy during the early 1970s, allowing
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them to approach first-year students. The lawsuit, however, proved a stimulus for further
action against Red Cells and other radical student organisations. The policy of instituting
proceedings against Red Cells activists in particular, and ‘ultra-left forces’ in general,
culminated in the prohibition of executive student committees in Bavaria in 1974 and the
cumulative occurrence of temporary occupations of universities by police forces in order to
prevent ‘communist gatherings’.158
After the academic year of 1973/4, organisations still operating under the name of Red
Cells usually supported the theories of the Rote Zellen/Arbeitskonferenz (RZ/AK, Red
Cells/Working Conference), and its affiliated Marxistische Gruppen (Marxist groups), which
formed the actual Marxistische Gruppe in 1979.159 One of the few exceptions was the
publication of a series of pamphlets at the University of Kiel, distributed in 1977 by a local
group affiliated to the Kommunistischer Bund Westdeutschland (KBW, Communist League of
West Germany).160

2.2.2.

The Red Cells/Working Conference faction in Munich

Within the course of the Red Cells’ short history, which Koenen rather imprecisely describes
as “manifestly turning towards Marxism-Leninism in its antagonistic variations,”161 the
RZ/AK faction in Munich began to establish itself as an influential organisation in the
summer of 1971.162 This questions the idea that the Red Cells movement was entirely
Marxist-Leninist; in fact, it was considerably more ideologically complex. Besides the
undogmatic currents that gathered around the RZ/AK in Munich, a major Trotskyist Red Cell
existed in Bonn.163 Moreover, many left-wing intellectuals rejected such ideological
dogmatisation and left the Red Cells, Hans H. Hiebel among them, or turned their attentions
to other political projects.164 Jörg Huffschmid, an influential intellectual of the Rotzök in
Berlin and later professor of economics, for example, supported the DKP in the 1970s and
1980s.165
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The break-up of the Red Cells two years after their founding was the result of
theoretical disputes between factions that were either tied ideologically to Marxist-Leninist
Maoism, and hence had pressed for close co-operation with proletarians and their ‘class
struggle’, or those that supported the idea of a long-term working conference to advance the
development of a coherent Marxist theory as a prerequisite for political praxis. For the Maoist
factions, the occasional support of student groups working in different industries to promote
revolutionary ideas between 1969 and 1971 was insufficient and required a more systematic
strategy. For their political opponents, ‘blind’ politicking was a senseless act when
considering, despite the occurrence of wildcat strikes in 1969, the overall passivity of the
West German working class.
The collapse of the local Red Cells in Munich’s student committee pointed to the basic
ideological differences between Marxist-Leninist K-Gruppen and the RZ/AK faction. Indeed,
after the RZ/AK terminated collaboration with other factions of the local Red Cells plenum,
of which most activists became involved with the Kommunistischer Studentenverband (KSV,
Communist Student League, the student organisation of the KPD/AO), the RZ/AK continued
its working conference; a move criticised by the remaining Red Cells factions as the
‘depoliticisation’ and ‘sell-off’ of Marxism.166 The RZ/AK’s fundamental questioning of
alleged Marxist-Leninist ‘wisdoms’ resulted in fierce debates and polemics about the function
of Marxist theory.167
In September 1970, the establishment of a working conference had been proposed for the first
time by a faction of the Rotzeg, the so-called Ungerstraßen-Fraktion, in which Karl Held,
later the chief agitator of the MG, had a leading role.168 The major goal was to foster the
process of theory formation within the decentralised Red Cells movement by analysing the
current appearance of capitalism in West Germany. Since the organisational structure of
independently working cells made a systematic and coherent theory formation impossible, the
Rotzeg’s political commission saw no alternative to holding such a conference. They argued
that theoretical issues around the centralisation process could not be solved by the limited
capacities of the Rotzeg, but demanded intellectual efforts of the pre-qualified ‘masses’ of the
entire Red Cells movement, in Munich and beyond. The Rotes Blatt journal, established as a
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forum for discussion, proved an inadequate means with which to promote the ideological
centralisation of even the local, let alone the nationwide, Red Cells movement.
The working conference was a first attempt to overcome the political alienation of
various currents within the Red Cells, and develop a new concept regarding their
organisational structure. By autumn 1970, the further unification of the Red Cells had become
an urgent problem. Stances on higher education policy, the anti-imperialist struggle and the
level of support for political work in the professional sphere differed widely among numerous
different factions.169
To accomplish the goal of re-organising and unifying Red Cells in Munich, the
working conference was at first borne by all factions. In its first year of existence, between
mid-1969 and 1970, the Red Cells merely existed in the form of a postulation unable to clarify
its relationship with non-university groups, such as the Arbeiter-Basis-Gruppen (ABG,
Workers Action Groups), which agitated in factories and large companies for the proletarian
revolution. Moreover, Red Cells did not develop a consistent political practice, transcending
the disjointed campaigns they supported at universities in Munich and in collaboration with
ABGs in various industries.
The working conference initially served three major goals: first, to produce an analysis
of the current relationship between capital and labour; second, to critically reflect on hitherto
attempts to define the capital movement and third, to self-critically study the Red Cells’
involvement with the higher education, reproduction and production sectors. A key objective
also lay in scrutinising the role of the bourgeois state, initially scheduled for completion
‘within several months’ of September 1970.170
In order to leave the working context of the Red Cells movement intact and avoid any
further fragmentation, the conference was included in the general political process at that
time, which largely consisted of teach-ins, awareness campaigns and demonstrations.
Although the working conference was at first supported by all factions, some commentators
voiced criticism in the organisation’s organ at an early stage. A major argument against the
project was the plausible assumption that the results of the conference would not guarantee
the implementation of adequate political and organisational decisions.171
Moreover, the primacy of the working conference over the regular Red Cells’
committee work was intensely discussed, some fearing that the emergence of an overly
theoretical approach would contradict the goal of promoting political work in bohemian
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quarters, proletarian neighbourhoods and large companies.172 The propagation of the
‘proletarian stance’ and the possibility of revolutionary professional work, an approach that
finally broke with the cultural-revolutionary paradigm of the student movement, was
challenged by supporters of the working conference. The latter proved particularly
contentious, because the goal of preparing students for the revolutionary exercise of their
profession had been an important motivation behind the forming of Red Cells after 1968.
For many student activists, the lack of any post-graduation strategy represented a
decisive limitation of the anti-authoritarian movement. Transcending the boundaries of the
university therefore constituted the primary objective of the Red Cells in 1969/70. In this
context the local Rotzeg even discussed establishing a schülerladen (‘student shop’) to
support and agitate pupils from 7th to 9th grade.173 For critics of the working conference, there
appeared the real prospect of the Red Cells relapsing into the ‘scholasticism’ of the student
movement.174
Several committees were established during the first phase of the working conference,
dealing with issues such as the capitalist state, trade unions and the capital-labour relationship.
With the realisation of the working conference, training courses were also restructured,
streamlined and unified.175 First results of the working conference’s theory formation were
published in October and December 1970 in two articles on the ‘crisis of capital’ and
‘function of the state’.176 With regard to the purpose of the modern state, the idea of
‘conflicting particular interests’, which became central to the MG’s theory of state, was the
object of theoretical reflections for the first time. In reference to the work of the Arkadij
Gurland, an influential social-democratic theorist in the interwar period, who had published a
thought-provoking book on the idea of democracy as a thorn in the side of Marxism which
was rediscovered in the years of student protest, the concept of conflicting particular interests,
an idea already mentioned by Hegel and Marx, was taken up and further developed.177 The
MG’s takeover of this concept will be discussed further in Chapter Five.
The start of the working conference coincided with the severance between the
Munich-based Red Cells and the ABG after negotiations on the establishment of a common
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platform had failed.178 In particular, the theoretical basis of the ABG’s political activism ― its
‘moralising’ and ‘proletarian’ approach ― was increasingly challenged by Red Cells activists
supporting the working conference.179 The goal to train pupils and students to become ‘allies’
of and to submit themselves to the interests of the proletariat conflicted with the Red Cells’
need for theoretical clarification of hitherto unresolved issues, which they began to address in
their respective committees.180 Accordingly, the ABG’s political work in companies and
neighbourhoods was criticised as the result of inadequate reasoning, which expressed itself in
proletariat-glorifying campaign slogans and continued calls for perseverance.
On the basis of their critical reassessment, those sections supporting the working
conference argued early on that “their [the proletarians’] interests are of a capitalist nature,
nothing else.”181 The AGB’s optimistic projection that the 1970s would constitute the epoch
of the ultimate demise of capitalism and bear witness to the ‘worldwide triumph of socialism’
was fought by factions calling for an in-depth research project as a necessary transitional
phase of a future Communist Party.182
Although the working conference was understood as an integral factor in the
formation of a revolutionary party-to-be, its length, resulting from the comprehensive
approach of the project, intensified political tensions between Marxist-Leninist activists and
those forces that ultimately founded the RZ/AK in July 1971. The idea to functionalise
academia for the intended party set-up required the national co-ordination of theoretical work:
a postulation made in late 1970, when most Red Cells already expected results of the working
conference, which ultimately lasted another eight years, before the MG was formally
established in 1979 and published its major work on the theory of the democratic state.183
Moreover, for proponents of an ongoing working conference the higher education
system was an opportune means enabling the ‘massification’ of radical critique of the
bourgeois society. At first understood to be a transitional phase, the phase of ‘massification’
was neither overcome by the RZ/AK nor the MG over the course of two decades.184 The
higher education system nonetheless proved a suitable vehicle for recruiting new
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sympathisers. By confronting regular academics with their Marxist criticism, proponents of
the working conference aimed to recruit supporters from all levels of qualification and
politicisation. ‘Mass-political work’ at universities was therefore identical to the RZ/AK’s
critical academic work and its propagation. ‘From the critique of bourgeois science to the
struggle against the capitalist society’ became a popular slogan of the RZ/AK faction.185
Activities focussed on raising students’ awareness of their career prospects and the function of
their intended occupation in capitalism.186 This was accompanied by a general critique of
educational economics in modern capitalist societies. Moreover, a rigorous critique of all
‘bourgeois science’, its methods and contents at all levels, was developed and propagated in
conjunction with a general critique of political economy, concretised through topical issues.187
The provisional political commission of the RotzPhil reduced the disputes of the post1968 era to the essential by stating in 1971 that without an adequate analysis of the current
relationship of capital and labour, the organisational question could not be addressed.188
RotzPhil activists took up an idea that Lukács had already pondered:
The pre-eminently practical nature of the Communist Party, the fact that it is a fighting
party presupposes its possession of a correct theory, for otherwise the consequences of
a false theory would soon destroy it.189

The RZ/AK cultivated a like-minded approach by concentrating its activities during the 1970s
on revolutionary theory formation and teaching. For this group, socialist intelligence, the
bearer of scientific socialism could exclusively relate itself to the movement of the working
class in a mediated, negative and corrective way.190 For this reason, any struggle-criticismtransformation campaigns inspired by the Chinese Cultural Revolution and practised by
Marxist-Leninist factions were rejected.191
Considering its process of theory formation, the RZ/AK’s fundamental critique of
other Communist factions can be summarised by its refusal to take up a ‘proletarian stance’ or
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commit itself to ‘class analysis’. Consequently, the RZ/AK ‘blistering criticism of ideology’
became its major attribute.192
On Marx, the group argued:
When a man seeks to accommodate science to a viewpoint which is derived not from
science itself (however erroneous it may be) but from outside, from alien, external
interests, then I call him ‘base’.193

Accordingly, the RZ/AK declared that “communist politics is scientific politics or it is no
communist politics,”194 and criticised any support of the working class if and when this was
the consequence of a moral decision or based on practical and theoretical traditions of the
working class movement.195 Old ideas of the Red Cells movement such as the need to
establish academic theories that ‘serve the people’ were abandoned.196 Moreover, in contrast
to other communist organisations, the RZ/AK and MG did not “practise the virtue of
solidarity […]. The MG agitated with Marx against organisations of the same background.
That hurt.”197 The sole focus on being the corrective of the working class movement and
socialist intelligence did not leave room for solidarity distinct from developing and
propagating a coherent revolutionary theory. Support for other New Left groupings only
occurred in 1969 and 1970 before the establishment of the RZ/AK when, for example, Karl
Held called for a demonstration to express solidarity with the SDS in Heidelberg that was
banned in June 1970.198
In July 1971, the Red Cells movement broke up amid increasingly heated debates about the
function of the working conference, the first theoretical analyses produced by committees of
that conference and its alleged gain of independence within the general organisational
environment. Although the RZ/AK group was the minority faction within the Red Cells
movement, it held the majority of seats on the student executive committee. As the RZ/AK
utilised the resources of the student committee for the propagation of their ruthless criticism,
the university’s vice-chancellor, Prof. Nikolaus Lobkowicz, fought vehemently against the
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publication of articles dealing with general political issues. As a result of several convictions,
student representatives were prohibited from articulating their criticism in the name of the
student body.
Moreover, the Bavarian education ministry intensified its efforts to ‘drain the leftist
swamp’ at universities.199 These efforts were ultimately settled by the Bavarian government,
which prohibited obligatory student unions by the end of the 1973/74 academic year.200 This
decision had consequences for the financial position of the RZ/AK, which profited from
public university funds and organised considerable parts of its political work through
obligatory student fees. As a solid financial base, these funds cannot be under-estimated. In
Munich, for example, funds at the local university amounted to the sum of DM 321,920 in
1970 (about ₤414,000 today).201
Even though only parts of the total budget could be alienated for political purposes,
the factual monopolisation of the student press alone was invaluable for the propagation of the
RZ/AK’s critical theory. This strategy, to utilise the resources of the university for the group’s
political purposes, began in 1970.202 With the first Red Cells-led student committee in
Munich, student representatives, such as Herbert L. Fertl, Theo Ebel and Anselm Kreuzhage,
who later became leading theorists of the MG, began rigorously to exploit the official student
periodical, the Münchner Studenten Zeitung (MSZ, Munich Student Paper), for their political
intentions. Although the MSZ was financed through general student fees, the responsible
editors not only declared that the paper “functions as a periodical for the propaganda of
socialist politics among students” and that “the MSZ is tendentious and biased,”203 but also
developed the MSZ into a regionally distributed organ of Marxist propaganda, with a
circulation of 37,000.204 Moreover, between the establishment of the RZ/AK in 1971 and
banning of the student executive committee in 1974, the group’s leadership collective
developed the MSZ from a local student journal into a “nationally distributed and considered
socialist pamphlet.”205 In return, the Rote Blatt, the original discussion forum of the Red Cells
movement in Munich, was only published by the remaining Marxist-Leninist factions for
another year, until these factions merged into different K-Gruppen.
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The MSZ became the periodical of the RZ/AK and later the political magazine of the
MG. Although the official name of the newspaper was changed to Marxistische
Studentenzeitung (Marxist Student Newspaper) in October 1974 and to Marxistische Streitund Zeitschrift – Gegen die Kosten der Freiheit (Marxist Pamphlet and Magazine – Opposing
the Costs of Freedom) in early 1984, the abbreviation remained the same until the MG’s
dissolution in 1991.206
After all, it was no coincidence that intensified efforts to develop the RZ/AK into a
regional organisation, with significant affiliations in Erlangen-Nuremberg, Regensburg,
Würzburg and Marburg, and later to a national Communist organisation, concurred with the
intended prohibition of financially and organisationally independent student committees in the
RZ/AK stronghold of Bavaria.207

2.2.3.

The cradle of the Marxistische Gruppe: developments at the
university in Erlangen-Nuremberg

Behind only the RZ/AK faction in Munich, the Marxistische Gruppe in Erlangen-Nuremberg
(MG/EN) represented the second influential foothold of the later MG. Karl Held, founding
member of the SDS in Erlangen, moved to Munich in 1969 and developed close collaboration
between both factions. The name of the national organisation that became better known
during the 1980s as Marxistische Gruppe (MG), had its origin in this local group and was
established in Franconia on 17 June 1971 out of the Red Cells movement; the group consisted
of 60 students and 10 workers.208 This coincided with the disintegration of the Red Cells in
Munich and was indicative of both factions sharing numerous ideas regarding Marxist theory
formation.209 These ideas influenced the naming of the MG/EN, explained in the group’s first
leaflet as follows:
The name MARXIST GROUP is supposed to express that the ambition to be
communists as understood by Karl Marx in the ‘Communist Manifesto’, namely as
those who have ‘the advantage of clearly understanding the line of march, the
conditions, and the ultimate general results of the proletarian movement’, is yet to be
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fulfilled. We can only say about ourselves that we will go about our political tasks
based on Marx’s theory as the comprehensive critique of capitalism.210

Aware of their theoretical deficit, the MG/EN did not attempt to compensate for these by
applying the ‘always valid’ truths of Marxist pioneers to the West German situation but
instead decided to pursue its own path of theory formation. This decision also implied the
main reason behind the MG/EN not establishing itself as another self-proclaimed ‘vanguard
organisation’, guiding the struggle of the proletariat. The self-styling of an organisation’s own
praxis to that of the ‘proletarian avant-garde’ requires reference to the political and theoretical
tradition of the socialist movement, in order to vouch for the ‘trueness’ of its political line.211
Instead, on the basis of Marx’s three volumes of Capital, and continuing from his ‘Trinitarian
formula’ regarding the three forms of revenue at the end of Volume Three, the group
developed its distinctive theory, and for the most part restrained itself from practical political
work in the form of K-Gruppen and spontaneists, e.g. agitation at the workplace, withdrawing
from regular working life or violent demonstrations, and rarely referred to intellectual
authorities in its work.212
The collapse of the student movement and experience of wildcat strikes in September
1969 ― which were unconnected with student agitation, but initially resulted in an optimistic
outlook regarding the chances for a renewal of the working class movement among current
and future Red Cell activists ― contributed significantly to the MG/EN’s goal of thoroughly
and self-critically revising its own practical efforts.213 By reflecting on the discrepancy
between its Marxist analysis of West German society, and the fact that workers had not
developed any political consciousness of their, from a Marxist perspective, objective
situation, the MG/EN identified itself in critical continuation of the student movement’s
revolutionary aspirations. As a practical consequence, the group in Erlangen-Nuremberg
argued that only after the immense theoretical deficits of Marxism were overcome would
political reorganisation from a theoretical circle to a revolutionary party be advisable.214
Moreover, in terms of the ambitious programme of further developing Marxism into
a holistic theory of bourgeois society, the MG/EN proposed a nationwide co-operation of
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Marxists.215 As a result, the group for example took part in meetings of the undogmatic
Socialist Bureau (SB, Sozialistisches Büro) in 1972.216
Similar to the developments among Red Cells in Munich and elsewhere, the MG/EN
was divided on whether to prioritise the practical political or theoretical work of its members.
Initially, the MG/EN intended to focus its political activities on three major purposes:
realisation of a long-term working conference on central theoretical issues of revolutionary
politics in West Germany, political enquiry activities in companies and the set-up of action
groups in different industries and political activities in the higher education sector in order to
gain support of intellectuals for the theoretical and practical work on working class issues.217
In 1972, a year after they had constituted the MG/EN, the members divided into two
factions. One faction, representing the majority of activists, took the view that the practical
work in and set-up of action groups in large companies would be essential for the further
development of the organisation and its theory, because this would prevent any scholastic
tendencies ‘detaching’ the MG/EN from the proletariat. The minority group, meanwhile,
gathered around Theo Wentzke, who became the editor of the student journal, Cirkular, in
Erlangen-Nuremberg, and even today remains an active member of the GegenStandpunkt
periodical’s team of authors.
Because it was in favour of a long-term working conference, the minority faction
was disparagingly referred to as Marxistische Gruppe/theoriefraktion (MG/tf, Marxist
Group/theory faction) by its opponents in order to highlight its focus on theory formation. The
theory faction published a booklet in which they portrayed the process and arguments of the
inner-organisational debate, leading to the disintegration of the original MG/EN. Furthermore,
the MG/tf documented in Cirkular 1 its understanding of an adequate relationship between
theory and practice.218 Just like the RZ/AK in Munich, the MG/tf argued that in the absence of
insight on the modern appearance of capitalism and the state, any political strategy aimed at
overthrowing the bourgeois system must fail. In contrast to the MG/tf, the majority faction
dissolved only half a year after the MG/EN’s break-up due to irreconcilable differences
regarding their political praxis, issues of socialist moral philosophy and revolutionary
professional practice.219
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The MG/tf published two further issues of Cirkular before the group further enhanced
its ties with the RZ/AK in Munich, and thus realised its intention of closely co-operating with
Marxists beyond the boundaries of Erlangen-Nuremberg for the purpose of theory formation.
Through Cirkular 3, published in two editions with a total circulation of 7,500 and distributed
nationwide, the work of the MG/tf became widely known and discussed in radical left circles
across West Germany. In Bremen, for example, the Kommunistischer Studentenbund (KSB,
Communist Student League) commented on the MG/tf’s work in which the group extensively
outlined its ideas on the relationship between socialist intelligence and the proletarian
movement, criticising the MG/tf for its critical analysis of existing approaches of the political
left. The MG/tf was defamed as a circle of ‘super-Marxists’ and ‘quitters’, who stood out
through their refusal to participate in the revolutionary struggle.220
The polemic of the KSB not only took over the critique of the majority faction in
Erlangen, but also set the tone for most disputes between the MG/tf, RZ/AK and other
factions of the radical left during the 1970s. From the beginning, allegations against both
groups of refusing to provide practical support for the ‘historically inevitable’ class struggle,
and accepting the ‘leadership of the proletariat’, were common. Even though the MG/tf and
RZ/AK stressed that scientific socialism was first and foremost a general theory of bourgeois
society, but one aware of why it necessarily transcended the realm of theory formation and
intended to change society, political opponents maintained their criticism. Accordingly, the
MG/tf’s argument that scientific socialism and the practical critique of bourgeois society in
the form of the working class movement would not be identical, and that socialist intelligence
could only act as the ‘corrective’ of such a movement, was opposed as an ‘elitist’ deviation
from Marxism.221
This contentious issue, the relationship between theory and practice and the role of
the socialist intelligentsia in its mediation, distinguished the MG/tf and RZ/AK from other
New Left factions. By criticising the MG’s predecessors for their ‘looking down’ on the
working class, these factions expressed their high opinion of the proletariat as the
revolutionary subject. On the basis of this unquestioned support for the working class, Maoist
opponents repudiated the critique of it in the strongest terms.222
By conceptualising the working class as revolutionary, thus assuming its ‘real’
interests to differ from its expressed ones, Marxists of the New Left predominantly interpreted
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the proletariat as opponents of the politico-economic system and not as an integrally
affirmative part of it. In particular, the K-Gruppen and German Communist Party believed
that they embodied the decisive vanguard organisation, enabling the working class to organise
itself as a class for itself. In other words, they were the ideal representatives of the
proletariat’s ‘true’ interests.223
The MG’s stance on the relationship of theory and practise exemplifies why the
organisation has been frequently understood to be a ‘special occurrence’ among the West
German New Left. Chapter Four will return to this issue in more detail, when discussing the
MG’s theory of abstract free will: a theory challenging the idea of the working class as the
quasi-natural ally of the socialist intellectual.
The intensified expansion and formation process between the break-up of the Red Cells
movements in Erlangen-Nuremberg and Munich in 1971, and the establishment of the MG in
1979, did not occur without inter-organisational controversies and tensions. Above all, the
perceived rejection of any practical approach to politics beyond the propagation of their
theoretical work and their critique of ‘bourgeois science’ caused further controversies among
MG/EN and RZ/AK activists. With regard to the RZ/AK, in 1974, Wolfram Pfreundschuh
described this dispute as the collision of two approaches to the question of the identity of
Marxist intellectuals. To be more precise, the role of socialist intelligence and relationship
between subjective and objective consciousness was intensely discussed, and resulted in the
break-up of the RZ/AK. Pfreundschuh summarises these discussions in the following
question: is the opposition to bourgeois society the product of an intellectual suffering, or do
Marxists exclusively follow an interest in explanatory work that has to be politically
mediated?224
Favouring the second approach, the core members of the later MG continued the work
of the RZ/AK and its affiliated groups in Munich and elsewhere. The K-Gruppen’s approach
of forcing the existing class struggle to overcome all class struggles, which always implied the
idea that the miseries of capitalist life would contain their quasi-automatic condition for being
overthrown, was therefore rejected by those groups following the RZ/AK’s political line.
Instead, focus was on the creation of a materialist will with which to antagonise class misery
beyond intellectual or moral ‘suffering’. The implicit point at issue here is also of
epistemological nature. Is scientific socialism feasible without at least one normative
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assumption, or is the materialist overcoming of bourgeois society implied in the inherent
critique of that society’s own categories and standards?225 The RZ/AK followed Marx’s
approach in Capital, in which he attempted to develop a critique of political economy and the
possibility of historical change from the contradictions inherent in capitalism.
Michael Stamm, a leader of the Red Cells in Marburg (affiliated with the RZ/AK in
Munich), criticised its unwillingness to act politically, its tightly centralised organisation and
ideological rigidity.226 When he retired from his position in 1975, he built upon earlier
discussions regarding the primacy of theory formation and the function of political praxis and
he therefore opposed the RZ/AK’s ‘theory fetish’, stressing the dialectical interconnectedness
of theory and practise in Marxism. In his final teach-in, Stamm criticised the development of
the Red Cells from an open forum of Marxist theory formation into a cadre organisation, and
its wilful failure to directly support the working class. The sheer scale of this event underlined
both the significance of the Red Cells movement in particular, and the exceptional quantity of
politicised students throughout the 1970s in general. An audience of 1,500 people followed
and discussed his arguments.
The RZ/AK rejected intellectual individualism because of its goal to further develop
‘scientific’ Marxism. It was therefore argued that the concept of intellectual individualism, in
the sense of taking pleasure in one’s own intellectualism beyond the ambition to develop the
‘notion’ of a subject matter, would be counterproductive for the formation of an adequate
revolutionary theory. According to the group’s understanding, Marxism and intellectual
individualism would not complement one another. Thus, for the RZ/AK, intellectual
individualism did not carry value in its own right but always had to relativise itself in relation
to the object of study. Freedom of opinion was consequently criticised on the grounds that
unscientific idealism ought to be overcome by the development of an object’s ‘rational
notion’ as outlined in Hegel’s Science of Logic.227
Ever since the break-up of the Red Cells in Munich and Erlangen-Nuremberg, remarks
regarding the group’s habitus repeatedly went along the same lines as disputes on the
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substance of their respective theory.228 Allegations of having a ‘rigid ideology’, however,
were rejected by RZ/AK and MG/EN activists and exposed as politically motivated
defamations of rival left-wing factions and the bourgeois public. In this context, the group
argued that rigidity is not a criterion for rational assessment of academic theories, because
confronting a theory with accusations of being the product of ‘dogmatic’ or ‘ideologically
rigid’ theory formation would not reveal any fundamental errors in reasoning, but instead
amount to a form of criticism resulting from external interests.229
The conflict that caused the break-up of the MG/EN in 1972 remained the main
contentious issue between those factions that merged into the MG in 1979 and other New Left
organisations in the years following this split.

2.2.4.

Summary

The revolutionary discussion circles of the Red Cells movement significantly contributed to
the rapid demise of the SDS after the summer of 1968. Prior to its dogmatic shift in 1971/2,
the movement influenced an entire generation of radical left intellectuals, academics and
activists. Most activists were former members and supporters of the SDS, belonging to its
non-traditionalist but social-revolutionary wing who were willing to carry their revolutionary
consciousness into the professional sphere. In this respect, the Red Cells movement acted in
critical continuation of the West German student movement.
Despite the departure of numerous members as the Red Cells began its ideological and
organisational consolidation in 1971/2, resulting in the break-up of several local Red Cells
and the merging of factions within existing party projects, the most important long-term effect
on the New Left resulted from a minority position within the movements in Munich and
Erlangen-Nuremberg. The RZ/AK and MG/tf, dissatisfied with the theory formation of the
student and Red Cells movements, established a perennial working conference to further
develop Marxist theory. This conference led to the formation of the Marxistische Gruppe in
1979; and hence represented the origin of West Germany’s largest New Left organisation. In
this process, however, revolutionary professional practice, initially a central issue of the Red
Cells movement, was abandoned. The MG strictly separated political praxis from professional
life and therefore occupied a special position among the myriad of New Left factions.
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The K-Gruppen, the emerging MG and the practical crisis of
Marxism

2.3.1.

Introduction
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With the exception of the Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands/Marxisten-Leninisten
(KPD/ML, Communist Party of Germany/Marxist-Leninist), the K-Gruppen were founded
between 1970 and 1973 (see figure 1). The general process of realigning political positions
and organisations in the wake of the student movement lasted mainly from 1969 to 1971.
During the following consolidation phase of 1971 to 1976/7, the Maoist K-Gruppen
dominated the New Left.230
Although many K-Gruppen activists had a background in the Red Cells movement
and, therefore, had supported the ‘critique of bourgeois science’ at least at one point, theory
formation was usually denounced as ‘petty bourgeois’ and a ‘student delusion’.231 In
particular, the KPD/ML, led by Ernst Aust, a former cadre of the original KPD banned in
1956, was considered to be anti-intellectual and sceptical about the influx of students into the
party. For Maoist factions, the relevant aspects of Marxist theory formation had already been
resolved through the standard Communist work of its five thought leaders: Marx, Engels,
Lenin, Stalin and Mao Zedong.232 This attitude prevailed among K-Gruppen despite the
publication of theoretical organs, such as the KBW’s Kommunismus und Klassenkampf
(Communism and Class Struggle) and the KPD/ML’s Der Weg der Partei (The Party’s Way),
in which theoretical guidelines for the legitimisation of political praxis were proclaimed:233
For this task (of gaining influence among the proletariat and setting up a new
Communist organisation) we don’t need people who abstractly blather about MarxismLeninism, but we need cadres who are able to apply Marxism/Leninism to every
situation of class struggle and pass it on as a weapon of class struggle.234

Because of these practical considerations, the dogmatism of K-Gruppen was often
accompanied by a ‘capricious handling’ of its ideology.235 This ‘capricious handling’ was the
practical consequence of utilising theory for political goals that existed prior to theory
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formation. The question whether or not a specific subject matter could be adequately and
consistently explained was sacrificed to various ideological and strategic considerations that
had nothing to do with the explanation of the matter in hand. This is what Marx referred to in
the Economic Manuscripts, when he criticised that to accommodate theory formation to a
viewpoint which is derived not from science itself, but from external interests is eventually a
contradiction in itself.236 A profound theoretical understanding of a subject matter has a
quality of its own and is therefore – in a first step – indifferent to specific political ideologies,
interests and practices. A person conducting theoretical work seeks to understand the essence
of the object he studies. The Maoist K-Gruppen as the self-proclaimed most conscious part
and ‘ally’ (Bündnispartner) of the proletarian masses on the other hand supported the
definition of Marxism-Leninism as defined in the SED’s official handbook:
Marxism-Leninism does not serve the purpose of explaining the world but to function
as a manual for changing it. (…) As the worldview of the working class MarxismLeninism is directed towards the goal of socialism/communism and, thus, has to fulfil
specific functions (…).237

Considering this, Maoists were constantly in need of altering their theoretical interpretations
when being confronted with the nonconformity of their politico-ideological self-conception
and reality. In fact, the ambition to change the existing world necessitates the understanding
of its functioning principles to avoid the application of misguided political actions and
formulation of criticism. The idealistic function of theory in the Maoists’ approach to politics
inevitably resulted in tensions between ideology and theory.
As a consequence of this, K-Gruppen’s reflections were strongly influenced by global
and national affairs pursuing the pragmatism implied in the concept of ‘enemy mine’. West
German Maoists were not reluctant to break with distinctive features of Marxism if necessary
to advance their political project. For example, when China proclaimed the Three World
Theory, resulting in the isolation of the ‘social-imperialistic’ Soviet Union and the building of
diplomatic and economic relationships with capitalist states, the KPD/AO not only supported
this theory, but derived from it the political demand of establishing an ‘independent, unified
and socialist Germany’. This resulted in great appreciation for Franz Josef Strauß’s visit to
China. Strauß, who later became Minister-President of Bavaria, was an arch-conservative
politician and outspoken anti-communist.
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The legitimatory and practical ambition to ‘substantiate’ the ‘general valid truth of
Marxism-Leninism and the history of the working class movement’ at the current stage of
class struggle resulted in the here exemplified ‘flexibility’ or inconsistency of theory
formation and exegesis of revolutionary literature. Because of the Maoists’ belief in the
historical tendency of communism to succeed the bourgeois society, it was essential to
constantly assess the ‘balance of power’ in West Germany and over the world. The balance of
power was so important because the K-Gruppen, particularly in their early stage, interpreted it
as the ‘objective’ verification of their assumption to be on the right side of history and a step
closer to their final goal of overcoming capitalism. Accordingly, the balance was understood
to permanently shift towards the ‘inevitable’ and ultimate political goal. The ‘general
conditions’ for political success seemed to improve in lockstep with shifting balances of
power, both nationally and globally, which also showed the degree of amalgamation of the
revolutionary vanguard and proletarian masses that was understood to be a key element of the
party’s success.
The critique of political economy is often the only point of reference among Marxists.
This theoretical basis, however, is deeply fragile when we consider the many heterogeneous
interpretations, further developments and contemporary adjustments of Marx’s analysis in
both Capital and his political work.238 In West Germany, the issue of whether Marxism is a
specific philosophical worldview (i.e. Marxism-Leninism) or a form of ‘rational social
science’ proved the decisive demarcation line between Maoists on the one hand and the MG
on the other. The K-Gruppen and MG were distinctive proponents of these two opposing
currents during the 1970s. The following section reflects upon the K-Gruppen’s and MG’s
approach and their consequences for the organisations and individuals involved. How far did
theoretical considerations play a role in the historical development of both currents, and to
what extent can this explain the New Left’s second, shift of paradigms in the late 1970s? This
question will also be discussed with the example of the relationship of Maoist factions and the
MG to the feminist movement.

2.3.2.

The K-Gruppen’s Maoism: on the rise and decline of political
activism for the ‘proletarian masses’

When, in 1968, the idea of universities as a transmission belt for the transformation of
capitalist society proved no more than an illusion, student activists looked for alternatives to
overcome their lack of support in society as a whole. Without possessing significant
238
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connections with the working class, it needed the occurrence of wildcat strikes in 1969 to
spark the revolutionary hopes of many students. The objective of agitating the working class,
understood to be ‘natural’ fundament of any communist party, on the basis of revolutionary
Marxism-Leninism marked the first shift of paradigms.239
During this process, Mao Zedong turned from a mere symbol of disapproval with the
bourgeois way of life into a political and ideological alternative to the ‘official’ Sovietdominated Marxist-Leninist doctrine. The answers that Maoism was able to provide in times
of ideological realignment after the student movement had collapsed were attractive to many
circles: especially those willing to make sacrifices for their revolutionary convictions.240 The
social place university was now considered to be an ‘alliance zone’ of the proletariat and
students as a part of the intelligence (i.e. academic proletariat) were expected to assist the set
up of the revolutionary party outside higher education.241 In this context, the student protests
in 1967/68 and the strikes a year later were reinterpreted as the ‘most recent struggles of the
working class and the people’, which already points to the Maoist idea of the good ‘people’
and the ‘masses’ as the decisive historical subject and its apotheosis by young revolutionaries.
Although K-Gruppen, especially by the mid-1970s, sympathised with different
ideologies and regimes which offered a successful alternative to Moscow’s doctrine ―
‘successful’ solely referred to the mere existence as a socialist state in political opposition to
the ‘social-imperialistic’ Soviet Union ― Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) became the object of politico-ideological admiration and the manifestation of ‘unity of
class analysis and organisation’.242 Only later, when Mao’s foreign policy, the Three Worlds
Theory and ultimately the developments after his death, e.g. overthrow of the Gang of Four
and economic reforms, resulted in severe disputes regarding China’s role model function for
Western Maoists, did K-Gruppen also develop strong affinity towards Enver Hoxha’s regime
in Albania, Cambodia’s Khmer Rouge, Robert Mugabe’s ZANU party and other parts of what
West German communists perceived as the ‘international revolutionary movement’ also
received substantial political and financial support.243
Maoist factions delimited themselves from ‘revisionist’ versions of MarxismLeninism, which they identified in the existing socialist states of the Eastern Bloc and,
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instead, build on the tradition of the Communist Party of Germany and Comintern of the
1920s. Their literalism focused in particular on Lenin’s The State and Revolution, Stalin’s
Question of Bolshevisation and Mao’s Polemic on the General Line of the International
Communist Movement.244 Above all, Maoists criticised the bureaucratic outgrowth of the
Soviet-Russian model and its ‘theory of peaceful co-existence’ with the Western bloc, which
K-Gruppen interpreted as a manifestation of the Soviet Union’s non-revolutionary and
therefore ‘revisionist’ strategy. Activists held Stalin’s ‘implacable attitude’ towards social
democracy in high esteem and followed Mao Zedong, who argued that it was essential to
maintain a belligerent attitude towards capitalist states. This attitude, however, was qualified
already in the early 1970s, when China established trade relationships with the U.S. and other
capitalist countries and most notably after Deng Xiaoping’s implementation of economic
reforms in 1978 that practically established a new theory of peaceful co-existence, gradually
implementing capitalist elements in the state socialist system.245
Following these reforms, the K-Gruppen’s relationship with China, except for the
KPD/AO, cooled or at least resulted in internal disputs regarding China’s role for the
international revolutionary movement. The visits of KPD/AO and KBW delegations to China
between 1977 and 1979 marked the peak of official recognition on the part of the People’s
Republic and the beginning of an ideological dissociation of K-Gruppen from the Chinese
model. By 1977, the KPD/ML had already broken with China because of Mao’s Three
Worlds Theory. A year later, the new party programme was officially cleared of references to
Maoism.246
As argued above, the attractiveness of Maoism for West German leftists did not originate
from a detailed analysis of specific developments in China. Disregarding many aspects of the
political situation in the world’s most populous country, the New Left was first and foremost
interested in the legitimisation of its own socialist ideals. Supposedly basis-democratic and
international-revolutionary in their approach, Chinese communists were revered. Catchwords
such as ‘people’s commune’ and ‘cultural revolution’ were received eagerly, although Mao
Zedong’s theoretical work lacked coherence. Mao’s approach was characterised by his
244
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attempt to amalgamate Marxist, Leninist and Stalinist elements and apply them to the
particular situation in China. In particular, the structure and function of the Communist Party
was taken from Stalin.247 Frank Karl, therefore, plausibly argues that any systematic
description of the ideology and strategy of Maoism is difficult.248
The personality cult around Mao Zedong was the most obvious expression of this
connection between Maoist and Stalinist elements. Since relevant principles of the Maoist
ideology were developed in a process that culminated in China’s revolution in 1949 and its
subsequent economic development, Mao’s theory was not a holistic system of philosophical
reflections. As a result of this, the MSZ collective disdained Maoism as a ‘collection of
aphorisms’ and a ‘peasant philosophy’.249 Even though this appraisal represents a polemical
exaggeration, the collective was correct in the sense that Mao’s thoughts were frequently
influenced by practical considerations; and therefore often appeared as a mere means for
moral edification rather than thorough theorising. The former activist Max Elbaum concluded
likewise that “Mao Zedong Thought was not a consistent doctrine.”250 As argued above, it is
important to understand the inconsistency of Maoism from its purpose to function as a manual
for revolution and its practical reference to the ‘masses’ for legitimating functions. The
contradiction to agitate the masses and refer to their experiences was condemned to make
systematic theory formation impossible: ‘from the masses, to the masses’.
Words from the Chairman, commonly regarded as the ‘Mao bible’, embodied this
quality. For student activists affiliated with K-Gruppen, the exegesis of the movement’s
‘bible’ represented a continuous challenge in itself. At some universities in the early 1970s,
left-wing academics offered study courses dealing exclusively with the interpretation of
Mao’s work and its applicability to the situation in West Germany.251
Thus, in spite of his theoretical contributions to the ideology of Marxism-Leninism
and military strategies (e.g. the concept of the ‘people’s war’) and his ideas on campaigning
and permanent revolution (e.g. China’s Cultural Revolution), it is no surprise that Mao’s
intellectual work did not have a lasting impact on Marxist discourse. Apart from some rebel
organisations in developing countries, which fought a ‘people’s war’ against the state (e.g.
Maoist rebels in India), Maoism vanished into political and philosophical oblivion.252
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The uncompleted decolonisation process and experience of the Vietnam War led many
Maoists in the ‘urban world’ to believe in the idea that they could link their efforts to the
revolutionary struggle and emancipation process in the ‘rural world’. China, and especially
the Cultural Revolution, was an adequate object of projection for revolutionary commitment.
It was perceived, as Christian Semler, the former chairman of the KPD/AO, put it, as the
‘garden of utopia’.253
Maoist factions understood themselves as the vanguard of the proletarian struggle in
West Germany. Accordingly, the form of agitation both exaggerated and, rather pathetically,
emphasised the coincidence of the K-Gruppen’s politics with the general historical trend
towards Communist dominance. To find “self-satisfaction in its bombastic pathos,”254 these
groups were not reluctant to prevaricate. For example, numbers of strike participants were
revised upwards and influence in certain companies exaggerated when it fitted into the
agitation strategy.255 This was because the quantity of support for any given Maoist
organisation was re-interpreted by its members as an expression of the level of amalgamation
of the ‘vanguard party’ and the proletarian masses. True to Mao’s conviction that the future
belonged to communism, every vote at elections, any form of practical support by the
‘working class’ was understood to be a reward for perseverance and another step towards the
‘inevitable’ revolution.256
An analysis of the K-Gruppen’s periodicals during the 1970s shows that the political
will to represent the ‘true’ interests of the proletarian masses, what Kühn described as the
“slavish orientation”257 towards this class, resulted in the taking up of any discontent within
the population. This discontent could concern parents wanting more places for their children
in the kindergarten system, the alleged waste of public funds through the erection of a waste
incinerator, or pay demands of workers or political strife over the education system in one
Bundesland. Public discontent of any kind was viewed as the K-Gruppen’s object and so they
competed with the established political parties in order to represent the people’s interests.
This also led to the specific support of the women’s movement that will be discussed below.
To lend weight to the idea that the interests of the working class were curtailed, Maoist
activists applied various means. Besides the organisation of rallies, the KBW disrupted, for
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example, a city council meeting in Bremerhaven, while the KPD/AO stormed the town hall in
Bonn. At times, Maoist activists resorted to the use of force, legitimised through references to
the people and democracy.258 However, the most important means with which to connect with
the workers lay in the plethora of publication organs. The Maoist press often put less
emphasis on fair and content-related criticism, but scandalised over the ‘misconduct’ of
politicians, trade unionists and capitalists, reproducing the way mainstream press dealt with
certain issues from a different ideological perspective.259 Its level of professionalism was
unparalleled; the KBW even had its own foreign correspondents, an intra-organisational
information system that was taken over by IBM after the league’s dissolution and a large fleet
of cars for leading activists. Such professionalisation, however, led to the corrosion of Marxist
categories of analysis, because existing power structures, here the hierarchical level of party
functionaries, thwarted solid theory formation to enhance the organisational consolidation.260
The approach to ‘act in accordance with the needs and wishes of the masses’ and ‘serve the
people’ did not narrow the alleged discrepancy between the proletariat’s ‘objective’ and
‘subjective’ needs.261 Nor did the assurance to adhere “firmly to the political main interest of
the proletariat, the set-up of socialism as the transition stage to the classless society:
communism”262 alter the status quo. In fact, the excessive revolutionary commitment of KGruppen members ― in conjunction with the Leninist cadre principle, borrowed from the
interwar era ― manifested itself in the psyche of many activists, which is thoroughly explored
by the literature.263
The psychological and even physiological stress was overpowering: subordination of
the individual to the party was comprehensive and frequently consumed, directly or indirectly,
16 hours of the day, often for seven days a week.264 Not unnaturally, individuals were only
willing to bear this as long as they anticipated political success and had real hope that their
concerns and proposals would have an impact on the organisation.265 Robert Kurz even
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claimed that K-Gruppen “became empirically insane about their own ‘working class’
myth.”266 The excessive commitment to the party and its political programme reflected the
ideological convictions of Maoists to stand on the brink of revolutionary change in times of an
allegedely dying capitalism.
However, when the ‘objective’ interests proved an ideological chimera, re-orientation
with the ‘subjective’ needs of individuals together with recourse to the cultural-revolutionary
paradigm of the student movement allowed for reconnecting with the interests of the
‘masses’. This development, however, did not occur, as for example claimed by Kurz, as the
mere running after everything that was moving in the political arena.267 This understanding of
the developments is reductionist. In fact, the recourse to the ‘masses’ and the Maoist ambition
‘to learn’ from their ‘daily experiences’ implied the permanent reassessment of ideological
convictions and to take any issue disputed over in West Germany as a chance to demonstrate
one’s alliance with the revolutionary subject and to distinguish onself as the ‘real’ advocate of
the citizens’ alleged interests by serving them. The broad support of the new social
movements ― especially in the case of anti-nuclear energy protests ― which almost
immediately exceeded the influence of K-Gruppen, disillusioned many of the the latter’s
supporters, a process that began with ‘mass organisations’ and advanced from the outset to the
centre of the party.268 These ‘mass organisations’ were supposed to function as ‘transmission
belts’269, set up in order to extend the party’s influence. Yet ironically, these organisations
actually became ‘inverted’ transmission belts, contributing significantly to the rapid decline of
the Maoist New Left. The temporary influence of these organisations, such as the KPD/AO’s
Liga gegen den Imperialismus (League against Imperialism), and the KBW’s Gesellschaft zur
Unterstützung der Volkskämpfe (Society for the Support of Popular Struggles), beyond the KGruppen milieu during the mid-1970s seemed to support the Maoist idea that many
individuals possess a ‘potentially inexhaustible enthusiasm’ for socialism. By 1976 it turned
out that Marxist-Leninists were able to gain a certain degree of social efficacy through and
within the new social movements, as long as these individuals constructively contributed to
the furtherance of the anti-nuclear energy movement, its political goals and practised
grassroots democracy. This ‘offer’ was the gate opener for abandoning the maximum goal of
a revolution and many activists distinguished themselves in the struggle against new nuclear
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power plants before joining the ranks of the Green party or finding other ways back into the
bourgeois society and its political system. That this process advanced from the outset of the
party to its centre was due to the fact that individuals of the first were often in practical
contact with the new social movements and elements of grassroots democracy while the KGruppen’s inner circles were mostly cut off from political actions. When, against the
background of not being able to penetrate the proletarian consciousness, the growing debates
regarding the pros and cons of these social movements were taken up by leading cadres the
crisis of political Marxism in West Germany became terminal: organisations split or
dissolved.270
For years after the student movement had first flourished, the reconstruction of Marxist theory
and the practical approach pursued by Maoists failed to develop into the decisive politicotheoretical means with which to bring about substantive socio-economic change in West
Germany. As a result, Marxism, in its academic and practical-political forms of appearance,
became the subject of criticism and consequently a ‘crisis of Marxist theory’ was identified.271
Decisive for the crisis of Marxism, however, is the non-fulfilment of revolutionary
strategic expectations regarding the constitution and radicalisation of the proletarian
consciousness.272

The crisis of Marxism was, first and foremost, an expression of disappointment of activists
and intellectuals with the practical outcome of their commitment to promote the revolutionary
overthrow of bourgeois society.273 The feeling of disappointment is the consequence of
unfulfilled hopes, which in the context of the West German New Left in general, and Maoist
factions in particular, referred to the initial expectation of activists that they were on the right
side of history. The writing on the wall was supposed to favour the Marxist-inspired
transformation of capitalism into socialism. Representative for this was the KBW’s statute in
which the league interpreted capitalism as ‘dying’ in 1973; and thus claimed that “proletarian
world revolution has translated from a scientific prediction into reality”.274 These allegedly
objective tendencies and realities, however, did not exist; they had no empirical foundation
and were exclusively formed in the consciousness of activists, who re-interpreted the
popularisation of idealistic criticism in the late 1960s as the beginning of a historical process
270
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that would eventually lead to world revolution. Therefore, the demise of K-Gruppen in
particular and the radical left in general cannot primarily be attributed to defects in Marxist
theory formation in principle.
Confronted with the reality not to live up to their own revolutionary expectations, KGruppen blamed other factors for the discrepancy between the status quo and their supposed
historical function as an advocate of the proletariat’s intrinsic interests. To begin with, KGruppen held the subversive influence of other leftist groupings responsible for their not
having secured the amount of support they believed was due to them. Accusing other factions
of ‘revisionism’ was common among K-Gruppen activists; the same held true for mutual
insults. The Marxist-Leninist precept of proletarian masses having an intrinsic interest in
overthrowing the capitalist system impeded a critical approach to the reality of ‘class struggle’
for most of the 1970s. Consequently, other leftist organisations were criticised for being what
proletarians had been: proponents of the bourgeois state and its politico-economic interests. In
periodicals and pamphlets, for example, the ‘K’ in the names of opposing organisations was
usually placed in inverted commas in order to ridicule and delegitimise their efforts.275
Moreover, activists also condemned their own and others’ ‘bourgeois habits’. Since in
principle, the identity of interests was taken for granted, the failure was identified in the
specific approach favoured by activists. What might at first appear to be a form of selfcriticism was, in fact, an anti-critical reproach. Like their Chinese counterparts and in line
with Mao, they thought of “the Marxist-Leninist weapon of criticism and self-criticism”276 as
an important instrument for the advancement of their political project, because “inner-Party
criticism is a weapon for strengthening the Party organisation and increasing its fighting
capacity.”277 However, the ‘weapon of self-criticism’, generally deployed to realign dissenting
views with the central committee’s political directives, was only effective as long as the
contradictions caused by the over-estimation of the Marxist-Leninist movement’s strength had
not become the object of criticism in light of the new social movement’s ongoing influence.
‘Corruptive’ trade-unionists also found themselves attacked for their opportunistic efforts and
blamed for betraying the proletarian struggle.278
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As the majority of activists rejected any self-critical evaluation of their practical and
theoretical approach within the Marxist framework, they considered that their turn away from
Marxist-Leninist reasoning was nonetheless consistent with their initial motives when
commencing this ideological liaison. The political will to participate in a critical and
successful ‘mass movement’, to be avant-garde in social change and justice in competition
with bourgeois parties, was modified and modernised in the late 1970s. As the quantity of
political support amounted to both the criterion of success and the point of reference for moral
authority, the K-Gruppen’s cultivation of a capricious handling of their revolutionary
ideology was inherent in their fixation on the ‘masses’.279 It was no coincidence that Maoists,
in particular, were open to the emerging new social movements. Like other New Left currents,
K-Gruppen “were all fascinated by the political potential of the protest movement against
nuclear power plants.”280
Environmentalism now became the new meta-subject for ‘progressive’ and ‘critical’
citizens. In contrast to the post-1968 radical left, the respective movement initiated by the
protests against nuclear energy, was successful in gaining substantial political support. For
many, the environmentalists’ realpolitik and grassroots democracy offered a lifeline out of the
radical left ghetto, whereas the success of the green-alternative movement became a major
argument against ‘antiquated’ and practically ‘disproved’ Marxist ideas.281 As Jürgen
Schröder emphasises, Maoists were politically rooted in a ‘pragmatic context’, which enabled
most K-Gruppen activists to lay aside their weltanschauung ‘like an old garment’.282 This
pragmatic context was a consequence of the idea to ‘serve the people’ and be its ideal
representative. Accordingly, those Marxists who could not see the writing on the wall in the
early 1980s were not criticised from a content-related point of view, but blamed for their
‘dogmatism’ and ‘intransigence’.283 Marxism per se was denied any explanatory power:
’[T]he’ Marxism does not exist in an abstract form, but in its capability of penetrating
social reality and gaining social efficacy.284

Thus, although K-Gruppen initially intended to utilise new social movements as a
transmission belt for their purposes the aimed for radicalisation of ecological criticism fell
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victim to political realism. The political process after 1968, which, according to the KPD/AO,
had left only “fragments of hope”285 had not yet eliminated the Maoists’ idealistic
opportunism, albeit they found themselves confronted by an ideological and political impasse.
Given the background of their specific Marxist ideology, which frequently equated ‘social’
with ‘socialist’, this dilemma resulted in the almost seamless transformation of the majority of
activists from radical critics into critical devotees of bourgeois society. This marked the
second and final paradigm shift of the radical left after 1968. In other words, the K-Gruppen’s
ambition to gain social efficacy and their state idealism superseded the Marxist critique of the
bourgeois society.
The Kommunistischer Bund (KB, Communist League), for example, took a stand for
the right to education, promoted gender equality and published on the nuclear energy
programme.286 This topical interlocking between K-Gruppen and the emerging new social
movements was an important breeding ground for the former to merge into the latter.
In summary, Maoism in West Germany was an atavistically oriented communist ideology
based on the ideas of Marx, Lenin, Stalin and Mao Zedong. It attempted to link its political
activities ideally to the remnants of the inter-war working class movement. The ‘praxis
fetishism’ of Maoists, combined with their messianic spirit – ‘from the masses, to the masses’
– was uncritically applied to the West German situation. In the early 1970s all Maoist
organisations stressed the ‘universal truth’ of Marxism-Leninism and argued that the most
relevant theoretical questions had already been resolved and presented in the standard works
of Marxism.
In the immediate aftermath of the student movement, the diffuse Maoist body of
thought provided revolutionaries with an elaborate framework and offered intellectual and
practical guidance for future political struggles. At this point, various threads that constituted
Maoism appeared to form a coherent whole. However, Maoist ideology was influential only
between 1969 and 1976/7. After that, the failure to connect with the mystified proletarian
masses against a background of the Maoists’ idealistic interpretation of democracy and the
state allowed for a rapprochement with democratic capitalism. This back-to-the-mainstream
turnaround was favoured by the emerging new social movements and the founding process of
the Green Party as well as developments in China and Cambodia. The need to come to terms
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with the upheaval of trade unions in Poland and the Eastern European dissident movement
also contributed to this, albeit West German Maoists at least did not suffer the ‘Gulag shock’
of their French comrades.287

2.3.3.

Maoists and their goal to exploit the feminist movement during the
1970s: an example for the K-Gruppen’s approach to political
praxis

The feminist movement was one of the most significant and influential outcomes of the
student protests during the late 1960s. For the Maoist factions the critique formulated by and
in the name of women was another opportunity to strengthen their ties with the masses by
laying down the party line and learning about and participating in the struggles of the people.
Seen from the basic Maoist assumption that the people and proletariat in potentialis have an
insatiable enthusiasm for socialism, the involvement of the class-conscious avant-garde with
the feminist movement was consistent with its general political strategy. Maoist factions, in
particular the KBW, however, were not interested in promoting gender equality as an end in
itself. Based on the classic Marxist interpretation of gender inequality as a side contradiction
of the capitalist mode of production, Maoists intended to use the anti-§218 protests as a
platform for the promotion of the realised liberation of women in China and other socialist
states such as Vietnam and Mozambique. Moreover, K-Gruppen distinguished themselves
from the ‘bourgeois’ feminist movement in West Germany by criticising the latter’s approach
for necessarily reaching an impasse
because the struggle for the liberation of women can only succeed if it is clearly
directed against the capitalist class and conducted for the unity of the working class.288

The largest rally against the §218 in West Germany was a significant event of the 1970s;
according to the historian Kraushaar a ‘curiosity’, the majority of the approximately 25,000
activists that gathered in Bonn to express their discontent with the abortion laws in West
Germany was organised by K-Gruppen with the KBW leading the way.289 Protagonists of the
feminist movement fighting for the legalisation of pregnancy termination, one of its most
prominent issues, had no leading role in the organisation of these protests. Bearing in mind
the K-Gruppen’s folksy attitude as a consequence of their applied ‘mass line’ concept and
287
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their self-conception as ideal people’s representatives, the alleged curiosity is, however, only
the logical result of the Maoist influence on the radical left during the mid-1970s. Any form
of considerable political discontent expressed by citizens was seized upon and intended to be
channelled in a pro-socialist direction. Thus, the West German Maoists, often disparagingly
criticised as a ‘syndicate of men’ and ‘preachers of the main contradiction’, developed a
strong interest in participating in an issue understood to be only of side-contradictory
nature.290
By 1974/75 discussions regarding the West German abortion laws emerged in the
Maoist scene and were from then on considered to be an important field of political agitation.
Almost a year before 21 September 1975, the day of the rally in Bonn, K-Gruppen started to
publish frequently on current discussions regarding §218. Considering this, one might think of
Maoist cadre factions as being able to overcome their strictly economistic outlook on social
phenomena. In fact, the question of women’s rights was not so much an expression of
overcoming class-related political agitation but an expression of Marxist orthodoxy. The
liberation of women from any forms of oppression was interpreted as an elementary aspect of
proletarian class struggle but, in line with the main/side contradiction hypothesis which
derives every aspect of social life from the contradiction of capital and labour, its realisation
was tied to social revolution. In opposition to the various women’s groups (Frauengruppen)
that were involved in the political struggle against the §218, an on and off struggle that had
been present since the late 19th century resurfacing in the post-1968 years, Maoist factions
were convinced that the true liberation of women could not be achieved under the conditions
of capitalism:
Only with the struggle for socialism and abolition of the capitalist class the
preconditions for real equality of women and men will be created. The struggle for
emancipation of female workers is a necessary part of the struggle of the entire
working class for a socialist social order.291

In line with Rosa Luxemburg, arguably the most prominent female theorist of the proletarian
movement, it was argued that no common interests would exist between women of different
classes. This idea was derived from the assumption that the social, cultural and economic
situation of women was first and foremost a consequence of the capitalist mode of production
and thus, any reformism within the bourgeois parliamentary system is seen to be an
290
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inadequate means to the end of liberating women. Considering the K-Gruppen’s fixation on
capitalism, any discrimination of women beyond prevailing relations of production was ruled
out.292
In capitalism the liberation of women is impossible, because the basis of their
oppression is the enslavement to the household. This work, […] the reproduction of
labour as a commodity, is work with which the capitalist class cannot make profit at
all. For this reason, it is up to the bourgeois small family, and thus to women, to fulfil
this reproduction. […] The occupation of women in capitalism is also not an
alternative. Women are treated as an industrial reserve army. In times of austerity
women are the first to become redundant.293

Without offering a plausible and consistent answer to the question why exactly women and
not men would have to fulfil the task of providing the basis for reproduction remained
unanswered in the theoretical works of Maoist organisations. The factions therefore failed to
provide systematic evidence as to why primarily men would perform profitable labour and
women most of the non-profitable work. This inability to theoretically derive the disadvantage
of women strictly from the capitalistic mode of production came along with the Maoist
advocacy of traditional gender roles in its own ranks. Antiquated in how factions split labour
among each other, men were usually focussed on political work while a considerable part of
female members primarily organised the household and had other supportive roles. Many
women perceived this as gender-related discrimination in Maoist organisations. An aspect that
was discussed by different female activists who left the K-Gruppen by 1977 in the
miscellaneous Wir waren die stärksten… Studying available literature, it also becomes
apparent that Maoist factions idealised traditional heterosexual relationships and fostered the
solemnisation of marriage. In line with the ‘Chinese mass line’ the liberal sexuality
propagated by the West German student movement was stigmatised as ‘imperialistic’ because
it would result in the spread of sexually transmitted diseases. The open support of traditional
gender roles culminated in the idea that getting married in itself would be a revolutionary act.
This romanticising of marriage stood in stark contrast to the critique formulated by student
activists; critique that focused on material dependencies which were understood to be the
reason for and also a result of marriage under the regime of capitalism. For K-Gruppen,
marriage and family were considered to act as a school of ethical life for the proletariat. The
politicisation of private life, initiated by anti-authoritarian students in the mid-1960s,
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continued in the 1970s. However, the ideal type propagated after the Marxist-Leninist turn
was in many ways archconservative.294
On the contrary, and against the idea that Maoists were strictly patriarchally
structured, it is important to stress that a minority of women had important roles within the
organisation and were, for example, nominated as direct candidates for the Bundestag by the
KBW. Ulla Schmidt, who became Minister of Health for the social democrats in 2001,
Adelheid Biesecker, professor of economics at the University of Bremen, and Barbara
Gentikow, an expert in the field of Scandinavian studies who became professor of media
science in the 1980s, were arguably the three most prominent Maoist figures qualifying the
idea of any systematic discrimination within the KBW in particular and the K-Gruppen in
general.295 Yet the fact that only a few women had a rather prominent role – neither of them
was a member of the national party executive – supports the idea of K-Gruppen as ‘syndicates
of men’.
By calling into question any emancipatory qualities of feminist reform programmes
West German Maoists also projected their ideal-typical gender roles onto existing socialist
societies. In 1974 the KBW, for example, claimed that
the thousand year long subjugation and oppression of the Chinese woman is over. The
setup of socialism paved the way for the woman’s total liberation.296

A similar conclusion was drawn by members of the KB’s women’s group for the present and
future of women in South Vietnam after the end of the Vietnam War and Mozambique after
becoming independent from Portuguese rule in 1975. The KB claimed that, among other
things, hunger, torture, rape, unemployment and enforced prostitution were social phenomena
of the past and overcome by the implementation of state socialism in both countries. This
naïve glorification of national-revolutionary movements that were led by men with often
misogynistic attitudes was the consequence of the Maoists general approach to really existing
socialist states beyond the Soviet-influenced Eastern bloc. Even the possibility of gender
discrimination in socialist states was denied by definition as much as any reformist stance on
women’s liberation in capitalism was criticised. For K-Gruppen, these two theoretically
unverified suppositions were fundamental for their ideology and their self-conception as
proponents of a revolutionary-progressive movement.297
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Where the idealised situation of women in socialist states contradicted reality to such a
degree that not even Maoist factions could deny the ongoing discrimination of women, the allencompassing economism was replaced by voluntaristic explanations. The fact that the
Chinese development did not imply the ‘total liberation’ of women was therefore explained
by traditional ways of thinking, values and attitudes. This voluntaristic interpretation of
current developments contradicted the classic Marxist-Leninist belief in economic
determinism and was not resolved by K-Gruppen for as long as they existed. The coexistence
of these two allegedly mutually exclusive interpretative patterns was possible because each
was assigned to different groups of women. Female workers in industrialised nations were
described as unfree and determined by their economic existence whereas women in resistance
movements in developing countries were depicted as subjects of their own fate. The antiimperialism of Maoist factions did not allow for anything other than the construction of a
romanticising and transfiguring image of women in societies fighting off the economically
potent powers of the West. This interpretative pattern led to the ideological absurdity that
even the implementation of sharia law in Iran after the Islamic Revolution was interpreted as
an emancipatory act for women by leading cadres of the Maoist KPD/AO and KBW. In this
context, the Muslim veil was interpreted as a ‘symbol of resistance’ and, thus, ideally utilised
for the political interests of K-Gruppen in West Germany.298
The Maoists’ pronounced anti-reformist stance on the issue of women’s discrimination
defined their relationship to the feminist movement. The KBW-influenced Komitee gegen den
§218 Hamburg (Committee against §218 in Hamburg), for example, published a brochure in
November 1976 in which its political struggle with women’s groups was thematised.299 These
groups on the other hand criticised the dogmatism of Maoist factions and argued in favour of
women’s liberation in democratic capitalism. Ideological demarcation was important for both
politically hostile groups. It was, however, a distinctive feature of Maoist groups to criticise
the feminist movement not exclusively from a content-related point of view but to blame
feminists for their undermining of class unity and the unity of the masses. Feminism was thus
interpreted as a politico-ideological means to the end of separating women from the
proletarian unity front: “Women stab their men into the back and keep them from fighting
capitalists!”300 By referring to their characteristic conspiracy theory, Maoist factions could
only explain the existence of the political movement they were keen to infiltrate and utilise for
298
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their political goals by understanding it as a ploy of the capitalist class. Accordingly, the
entire feminist movement was frequently reductionistically referred to as ‘anti-communist
demagogy’. The fact that the ‘bourgeois’ women’s movement was influential and not the selfproclaimed most class-conscious avant-garde of the working class masses called, according to
K-Gruppen, for the realignment of the led-astray female workers to their ‘true interest’. This
allegedly true interest was the transformation of the bourgeois society into socialism and thus
nothing but the interest Maoists pursued and assigned to the masses, i.e. the revolutionary
subject. Accordingly, the political struggle for the abolition of §218 was in its essence not a
struggle for the liberation of women; it was in fact re-interpreted as a struggle of the people
against the capitalist state.301 The issue of pregnancy termination was reduced to a mere
question of class affiliation. As a consequence thereof, it was argued that the entire working
class – men and women – should make a decision on how to deal with the issue of unwanted
pregnancies: “The people must decide on its own behalf!”302 Hence, the strong interest in the
feminist movement during the mid-1970s is another example for the Maoists’ fixation on
proletarian masses and the glorification of the will of the people, which they believed could
only adequately be executed by Marxist-Leninists.
Only by late 1970s, when the K-Gruppen entered the phase of decline, did the policy
on women’s issues change. In particular the less dogmatic KB was open to new ideas and
aimed to establish an ‘independent communist policy on women’. This resulted in the
sacrifice of communist principles, such as the primacy of class struggle over ‘individualistic’
tendencies, a development that became the subject of controversial internal discussions
because it implied a fundamental critique of the main/side contradiction hypothesis. The KB
even implemented an anti-discriminatory women’s statute that, among other things, resulted
in the preference of female members if men and women have equal qualifications for specific
tasks. It is, however, important to stress that these developments took place when the KB was
already in its abandonment phase in 1980 suffering from the impact of the Green Party’s
establishment, in which many former KB activists, such as Thomas Ebermann, gained
immediate influence.303
The K-Gruppen’s relationship with the feminist movement exemplifies why the latter
had no significant impact on the Maoist discourse. Understood to be of side-contradictory
nature, the issue of women’s liberation was subsumed to the ultimate intention to transform
the bourgeois society with a social revolution. However, dealing with the anti-§ 218
301
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movement led to a process that allowed for the KB’s communist policy on women and, even
more importantly, resulted in the processual alienation of many female activists with the
Maoist radical left and its strict focus on class issues.
In contrast to the attempted re-proletarisation of the women’s movement by Maoist activists,
the MG formulated critique from a different angle. In line with classic Marxist interpretations,
the issue of women’s discrimination was understood to be a side contradiction and thus
subordinated to the contradiction between capital and labour. From the MG’s materialist point
of view, discussions regarding gender equality were missing the relevant point. What the
practical implementation of equal opportunities for men and women would mean for
individuals was answered in following:
The political demand to implement equal opportunities for both sexes is in fact the
political demand to realise gender-neutral distribution of individuals within the
hierarchy of jobs and income. (…) It is not a common material interest articulated by a
group of individuals but an interest in fair competition between individuals. Thus,
activists of the feminist movement do not have a positive identity of interests beyond
the interest in an idealised competition which is in itself a question of mutual exclusion
from material resources.304

The question of women’s rights and the implementation of equal opportunities was therefore
criticised as redundant and relevant only for those who aimed to improve the principles of
capitalism. In addition, the Maoist idea to assume an ideal identity of interests between
Marxists and proletarian women was refused. The same applies to the whole idea of women
as a separate political entity sharing a common interest by birth. Even though certain aspects
of the K-Gruppen’s critique of the feminist movement were shared by the MG, the latter
criticised the Maoists’ populist demand for referendums on the issue of §218. The expression
of political discontent on the side of ‘bourgeois’ activists was not understood to be a chance to
channel ‘the people’s’ discontent in a pro-revolutionary direction. Hence, neither the MG nor
its predecessor organisations participated in demonstrations against the §218 or paid special
attention to this issue. Besides, promotion of ideal-types of sexual relationships did not occur
within their ranks and were left to the judgement and preferences of each member.305
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To sum up, the historical curiosity marked by the rally in Bonn in September 1975 was
therefore another example for the Maoist fixation on the proletarian masses and the
ideological necessity of the ‘revolutionary avant-garde’ to get involved with any form of
political discontent and to promote as well as raise the political consciousness of the masses.
In fact, the involvement with the women’s movement contributed to the undermining of the
K-Gruppen’s ideological cohesion as a growing number of female activists qualified the
merely side-contradictory nature of women’s discrimination and demanded the consideration
of specifically female issues if they remained within the organisation at all.

2.3.4.

The Marxistische Gruppe/ Erlangen-Nuremberg and Rote Zelle/
Arbeitskonferenz: Marxism as ‘rational science’

As ‘organisations of intellectuals’, the MG/EN’s and RZ/AK’s development during the 1970s
differed significantly from that of the K-Gruppen. Although both were spin-offs from the Red
Cells movement, differences in ideology, strategy and internal organisation were significant.
The K-Gruppen believed in the “class power of the ‘re-awoken proletariat’,”306 and agitated in
companies, the military and at countless demonstrations for their revolutionary ideals, while
occasionally resorting to violence. Meanwhile, the MG/EN and RZ/AK centred its efforts on
the immanent critique of the bourgeois society and its corresponding academic theories.307 For
both predecessor organisations of the MG, theoretical penetration of bourgeois society and an
adequate revolutionary practise represented two different things mediated by specific
historical circumstances which, according to both groups, were not actually revolutionary. As
these groups therefore reduced themselves to the organisation of teach-ins, the distribution of
leaflets at universities/companies and some demonstrations, political opponents referred to
them as ‘seminar Marxists’.308
K-Gruppen concurred with Lenin on the idea that
the existence of exploitation, will always engender ideals opposite to the
system both among themselves, the exploited and among certain members of
the ‘intelligentsia’.309
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The later MG rejected this, contending instead that exploitation neither engenders ideals
opposite to the system, nor social criticism. In contrast to Maoist factions, who mainly
focused on the adequate interpretation of revolutionary classics, the MG/EN and RZ/AK
continued the working conference that began in 1970, and in the process, developed a distinct
anti-state Marxist theory.
Referring to the work of Hegel and his ‘doctrine of the notion’, the groups that
eventually merged into the MG in 1979 conceptualised Marxism as the scientific critique of
political economy and bourgeois society. Accordingly, the theory that took shape during the
1970s was not subject to any practical political considerations. This ‘immunised’ supporters
against the realignment of their approach to the changing zeitgeist of the late 1970s and the
‘crisis of Marxism’. Moreover, in line with their idealistic understanding of Marxism as
‘rational’ social science, members of both groups did not interpret lack of support as an
argument against their theoretical considerations.310
As will be demonstrated in Chapter Six, the later MG’s agitation was not based on
confronting bourgeois society with an alternative interpretation of democracy, freedom and
equality. For the MG and its predecessors, the concepts of freedom and equality had no
emancipatory nature. Hence, the group instead provided polemics against the popular idea
among New Left activists that “the destiny of socialism was inseparably intertwined with real
freedom and meaningful democracy.”311 The socialist practice in and after the student
movement that coalesced around the democratisation of society and the realisation of ‘real’
freedom and equality during the post-1968 era was therefore heavily criticised.
To anticipate one of the essential results, the MG challenged the idea of an identity of
interests between communists and the proletariat and, as a consequence thereof, freed itself
from the necessity to learn from and serve the masses, this abstract subject K-Gruppen
canvassed and whose ‘real’ interests legitimised their existence. Maoists’ focus on daily
struggles and the support of the working class was countered by the MG’s ruthless criticism
of the existing order. This, however, did not offer any practical or theoretical alternatives to
democratic capitalism, but was exclusively aimed at establishing a profound critique that
would, ex negative, indicate the political objectives of the group’s revolutionary agitation. In
critical continuation of Marx’s Capital, the MG attempted to develop Marxism further as a
‘rational science’: deriving its results from the contradictions inherent in bourgeois society
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and without any normative utterances.312 Against the approach of the early socialists, who
derived their critique from the suffering of the working class, the MG followed Marx and
sought to justify the possibility of historical transformation solely from the contradictions
immanent in capitalism. This facet of the MG’s work was correctly criticised as ‘idealistic’,
because it would be practically impossible to develop social theories without at least one
normative utterance; a problem which remained the subject of keen debate among the MG
and its critics.313

2.3.5.

Summary

This chapter has argued that New Left factions in general and Maoist parties in particular
understood Marxism as a critical worldview, supporting their hopes for revolutionary change
with reference to ‘incontrovertible’ historical tendencies. K-Gruppen adhered to ideals located
in the entire history of Marxist theory formation and praxis, but distanced themselves from
what they perceived as an inadequate realisation of these ideals in the Eastern and Western
bloc. Specific interpretations of democracy, freedom and equality were key ideals on which
the political activism of K-Gruppen rested; interpretations that differed significantly from
those in liberal democracies. Moreover, the positive stance towards statism not only led to the
formation of a specific nationalism, but also provided the basis from which socialist Third
World countries could be admired and the state viewed a potential vehicle through which
capitalist society could be transformed.314
In light of this, the K-Gruppen’s focus on China and Maoist theory represented a
reaction to the political status quo of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The ‘success’ of the
Chinese model was attractive and linked West German organisations to a global revolutionary
movement. However, as any hopes for revolutionary change in the Federal Republic proved
illusory and the popularity of the emerging green-alternative movement became evident, the
demise of the New Left and especially its revolutionary avant-garde took swing. The lack of
any real prospect of changing the socio-economic foundations of capitalist society from the
edge of the political spectrum demanded a critical realignment of political activism and
theory. Practical discrepancies from the ‘masses’, in whose name Maoists operated was
eliminated by either renouncing Marxism for green-alternative ideologies, or retreating into
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privacy. The cultural-revolutionary paradigm of the student movement was taken up,
modernised and amalgamated with a less dogmatic form of social criticism.
The political will to become a socialist alternative beyond capitalist statism and the
longing for state power proved an invaluable incentive for Marxist-Leninist activists to
envisage themselves as an alternative within the bourgeois political system. Indeed, New Left
activists involved in factories, action groups and trade union work, demanding the farreaching democratisation of the bourgeois world and criticising the utilisation of nuclear
energy as an act of political ‘irresponsibility’, had not entirely broken with West German
society and its ‘problems’. Thus the transition from being fundamental opponents of
capitalism to becoming critical proponents involved less ideological difficulty than might be
assumed.
Based on the idea that communism must be based on ‘scientific’ insights, the factions
that merged into the MG in 1979 developed a fundamental criticism of theoretical and
practical Marxism. For the MG, theory formation in the tradition of Marx was identical to the
‘rational’ critique of bourgeois society; not an alternative worldview which could be affected
by the short-term vicissitudes of political developments. This confidence in theory formation
‘preserved’ the group from being affected by the crisis in West Germany’s New Left after
1976/7. The most influential transitional phenomenon in the wake of the student movement,
the Red Cells, anticipated this development when, in 1971, minority factions in Munich and
Erlangen-Nuremberg dissociated themselves from the Maoist-influenced Red Cells in order to
focus on their working conference, and the ‘critique of bourgeois science’.
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3.

Bucking)the)trend)of)the)declining)New)Left:)on)the)history)
of)the)Marxistische+Gruppe)between)its)founding)in)1979)
and)dissolution)in)1991)

3.1.

Introduction

Only after the MG had finished its major theoretical work, The Democratic State, the final
product of the working conference that the RZ/AK had begun some eight years previously,
did the group establish itself nationally under a single name. Countering the general trend of
other influential ideological strings to either dissolve or erode significantly through
factionalising and falls in membership, the MG did not experience such difficulties, nor did it
adjust its theoretical approach caused by the growing influence of new social movements. In
fact, other major publications, addressing imperialism, the psychology of bourgeois
individuals and West German trades unions, led the organisation to establish itself as the
largest organisation on the New Left by the early 1980s.
Thus far, this thesis has analysed the New Left’s historical development between its
beginnings in the mid-1950s and the demise of Maoist factions by the late 1970s. This chapter
will analyse how the MG developed between 1979 and 1991, the year of its dissolution. What
were the commonalities and differences between the MG and K-Gruppen regarding their
political practice, hierarchy within the organisation and financing? How far can this contribute
to a better understanding of the MG’s unique development during the 1980s? With regard to
financing, was there any influence played by the East or West German secret service on the
group, as was often claimed by political opponents? What role did the Verfassungsschutz play
in the dissolution of the MG and was the group’s decision to dissolve in line with its general
political practice? What have been the shortcomings of existing explanations for the relative
success of the MG during the 1980s?

3.2.

The Marxistische Gruppe and the declining New Left:
developments and strategies until the mid-1980s

3.2.1.

The Marxistische Gruppe’s strategic direction and its relationship
to factions of the disintegrating radical left

The emergence of social movements in critical continuation of the anti-authoritarian student
protest movement, emphasising new forms of politicking beyond the traditional left-right
cleavage, enabled many New Left activists to leave behind their existence as ideal
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representatives of the masses in the political ‘ghetto’ the radical left formed during the mid1970s and to reconnect with the isolated discontent of politicised citizens. The new focus on
local and on individuals directly impacting upon political issues was in fact a return to the
principle of realpolitik; it drew upon those ideological aspects of the student movement that
stressed the ‘artistic total revolution’ and especially, the egalitarian concepts of life (as
described in Chapter One).
This shift of paradigms, from critics of the bourgeois society, with the objective of
overthrowing the capitalist system, to one of critical acceptance of democratic capitalism in
all its facets, which started in 1976/7, was largely completed by 1982/3. Since then, no potent
radical left movement has called into question the general acceptance of capitalism and its
principles.
The MG was perceived soon after its formation as an enemy of the disintegrating
radical left because of its severe criticism of this shift of paradigms and the ‘democratic
struggle’ pursued by remaining K-Gruppen activists. From an organisational perspective, the
disintegration of the New Left set in with the disengagement of the Gruppe Z315 from the KB
in 1979 and found its expression in the following thought:
Capitalism in West Germany itself raises concerns since it is not guaranteeing
economic growth, employment and an increasing government share any more. The
mere insistence on overthrowing capitalism in this situation is not adequate to solve
any of these problems.316

The MG’s criticism of all efforts of left-wing activists to come to a mutual understanding of
the chances for a renewal of emancipatory politics in light of the environmental, anti-nuclear
and peace movement caused furious reactions among those attacked by the group.317 This
animosity became blatantly obvious at the Socialist Conferences organised in 1980/1 to pool
the strengths of the fragmenting political left and establish a new working basis. Prominent
left-wing intellectuals, such as Elmar Altvater, Rudolf Bahro and Frank Deppe, but also many
organisations, ranging from the orthodox DKP to the social-democratic youth league, the
Jusos, attended these conferences.
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Despite the changing political tides in the early 1980s, the question of whether the
political left should focus on the proletariat or entirely turn towards new social movements
caused as much tension as the controversy about whether the industrial system or capitalism
itself should be opposed. These sources of controversy were complemented by provocative
discussions about the prospects of success regarding a new entryist strategy, with the Green
Party at its centre. The allegedly contentious relationship between socialism and
environmentalism was another major issue of conflict that contributed to the abandonment of
the entire project in 1981.318
The MG’s rejection of any theoretical concessions was based on its understanding of
Marxism as a form of ‘social science’, dealing with aspects of political, economic and cultural
life within capitalism.319 This ‘scientific’ approach also had an effect on its stance on the
question of organisation. Because of that, certain aspects of the MG’s organisational structure
were different from Maoist factions. In contrast to K-Gruppen, the MG was not interested in
setting-up the revolutionary party based on the Leninist principles of ‘democratic centralism’,
principles that communist organisations had already applied during the 1920s and demanded
the complete submission of an individual to the organisation and the submission of the entire
organisation to its leadership.320
Instead, under the condition of seeking unity through theory, the MG was able to
distance itself from practical constraints inherent to leading the ‘democratic struggle’ to
establish the foundations for social revolution. This theory-first approach found expression in
the flat hierarchy of the organisation.321 By deciding to rely on theoretical unity as the
quintessence of its political organisation in the aftermath of the student movement, the
RZ/AK had already established the organisational fundament for the MG’s uncharacteristic
development as early as 1970/1.
The focus on theory formation also indicates that ‘authority of trueness’ was not
dominated by ‘trueness of authority’, an aspect vital in guaranteeing the cohesion of KGruppen until 1976/7.322 Interviewees argued that any forms of submission would have
contradicted the concept of a Marxist organisation as a free co-operation of men and women
with a common political goal. They also argued that the goal of the MG, to enable its
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supporters to criticise bourgeois society and academia, stood in stark contrast to the
submission of individuals to a central committee and its directives.323
However, it would be naïve not to assume, for example, a certain influence of group
dynamics on the organisation: especially through the form of ideological submission of less
trained supporters to higher-ranking members. Severely criticised by Stamm in 1975, this
submission constituted a loophole for the otherwise rejected ‘trueness of authority’.324 Even if
this was not intended, the epistocratic structure of the MG created dependencies in the sense
that part of the rank and file ‘collected’ arguments and trains of thought at meetings, instead
of proactively acquiring critical knowledge on their own by studying the relevant literature.325
Thus, the idea that focus on intellectual training eliminated any forms of authority was
idealistic, despite the interviews stressing the flat hierarchy within the organisation; a factor
that presumably contributed to the MG’s stability and its supporters’ extraordinary loyalty.326
Its success in both existing and prospering as a Marxist organisation during the 1980s, after
the ‘conservative turn’, was therefore not the result of a submission of individuals to a
‘dictatorial’ central committee, as argued by Schnädelbach and Käsler, but a consequence of
its objective to train individuals to be potent Marxist theorists.327 In line with the epistocratic
structure, contributors to the group’s periodical, course instructors and speakers were co-opted
according to their mastery of the MG’s theoretical work and epistemological approach.
Elections therefore did not take place.328
The MG’s internal structure differed from those of other New Left factions. For
example, the control-mania of K-Gruppen, described at length by Kühn, which even
influenced when and where members of the KPD/AO spent their holidays and forced them to
obtain approval from the standing commission of the party’s central committee regarding any
change of career or residence, was criticised by former MG members.329 Moreover, to the
MG, the popular idea among Maoists of expressing their group cohesion through a specific
dress code or folkloristic events, such as the joint singing of revolutionary songs, was, as out
by one former MG member, as
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inconceivable because the cohesion of our organisation was solely based on theoretical
considerations. […] There was no connection between our efforts and a specific
habitus we cultivated to express our ideological convictions. How is it even possible to
turn such convictions into a dress code?”330

Although its members were not concerned about their habitus, the MG was all the more
known for its linguistic style, described by Peter Hacks, prominent figure of East German
socialist classicism, as a form of ‘terrorist Hegelianism’.331 This linguistic adaptation was
most evident in the group’s publications; thus, Hacks referred to the MG’s mostly unknown
group of authors, the ‘ZK’, as the ‘Zentralkomputer’ (central computer), instead of
‘Zentralkomitee’ (central committee). Furthermore, even though the acquisition of the MG’s
linguistic style was not a formal aspect of the regular training courses and teach-ins, ordinary
members usually adapted the way in which the ‘ZK’ expressed itself.332
The MG’s ‘scientific’ approach to Marxism, based on Hegelian ideas and methods,
also allowed the development of an undogmatic openness to ideas outside the box of
revolutionary classics, such as Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin and Mao Zedong. Thus, the group
stood in stark contrast to the K-Gruppen’s exegesis of Marxist standard references and many
traditional Marxist ideas, such as the concept of historical materialism; a circumstance that
however led Langguth and Koenen respectively to describe the MG’s theoretical work as
‘confusing’ and a ‘theoretical stew’.333
The impression that the MG “severely criticised everything that was argued for at
anytime by anyone,”334 however, did not stop the group from having an exceptionally loyal
membership base. Whereas the Marxist-Leninist cadre organisations suffered from a high
level of fluctuation, primarily resulting from the disillusionment and subsequent turning away
of many ‘apparatchiks’ from the K-Gruppen’s specific form of revolutionary work, the MG
did not experience a significant fluctuation of its members and supporters.335 In the late
1980s, the Verfassungsschutz even noted that resignations ‘do not occur’.336
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Regarding the MG’s leading authors, Koenen remarks polemically that other than it,
“only the Red Kmher had such a homogenous leadership in the history of communism in the
20th century.”337 Indeed, the editors of the current periodical GegenStandpunkt – Political
Quarterly (GSPQ), insofar they are still alive, are identical to those who published the MSZ
between 1971 and 1991. Herbert L. Fertl, for example, was already a press aide for the MSZ
during the time of the Red Cells movement prior to its disintegration. He has been authoring
essays and books for the Red Cells in Munich, the RZ/AK, MG and Gegenstandpunkt since
1970. Moreover, other leading cadres, such as Karl Held, Theo Ebel, Theo Wentzke and Peter
Decker, the current editor-in-chief of the Gegenstandpunkt’s periodical, were politically
socialised in Munich and Erlangen-Nuremberg between 1967 and 1974 and have collectively
organised their theoretical work since that time.338
This group of authors enabled the MG to enjoy a kick-start in 1979 because the
theoretical foundations had already been laid by the working conference that began in 1970; a
process greatly influenced by these five commentators.339 Its exceptionally homogenous
intellectual leadership was a key factor in the formulation of a distinct Marxist body of
thought in the years after 1979. The MG’s theoretical work was renowned among New Left
factions for its high level of intellectual underpinning. Not only those activists involved with
the Red Cells movement in Erlangen-Nuremberg during the early 1970s, such as the
Germanist Hans H. Hiebel, but also political opponents, such as the DKP-affiliated political
scientist Georg Fülbert have stressed the intellectual level of the group’s analyses.340 The
latter even claimed that the MG’s chief theoreticians, namely, Karl Held, Herbert L. Fertl and
Theo Ebel, were the New Left’s “most talented group of Marxists”341, who made “significant
contributions to the understanding of the capitalist society”342, as argued by another opponent.
As outlined in Chapter Two, the ‘crisis of Marxism’ in West Germany occurred as a
result of both the practical failure to overthrow capitalism and the New Left’s inability to
explain issues, such as the working class’ continued support of capitalism, the impact of the
new social movements and, on a more general level, the aforementioned political and
economic developments of the 1970s.343 The MG sought to fill this theoretical vacuum by
virtue of major works published between 1979 and 1983, challenging various assumptions of
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which large parts of the New Left had referred to while re-appropriating Marx’s work in the
wake of ‘68’. These works dealt with the democratic state, psychology of the private
individual, modern manifestations of imperialism, trades unions and the status quo of the
West German New Left at the turn of the decade. We will return to the first two of these and
the question of their relevance in understanding the MG’s development in Chapters Four and
Five.
In an advertisement, the group praised its work in typically sophomoric jargon:
Marx began the critique of bourgeois society with the theory of capital. Since then, the
program of work he outlined has been more or less filled out… with theoretical
nonsense about the alleged difficulties and, yes!, even impossibilities of theorizing.
MHB-USA (i.e. U.S. branch of the MG’s publishing house) is dedicated to putting an
end to these philosophically-inspired excuses for failure, by distributing works that
complete the Marxist program.344

During the ‘crisis of Marxism’, much of the New Left concluded that Marxism itself was
deficient and therefore distanced itself from it; whereas others remained positive about the
possibility of thoroughly conceptualising capitalism and democracy through a Marxist line of
reasoning. Some of these, who would later join the MG, noted in 1979 that most members of
K-Gruppen
[r]ather deal with the self-made rules of their organisation than worry about their
knowledge of the bourgeois society. This indicates that they believe to find cohesion
less in insights but in maintaining discipline. […] The likewise persistently repeated
demand for basic training courses in Marxist theory and its permanent non-compliance
demonstrates that theoretical work leaves much to be desired for.345

The MG was able to satisfy this demand for intensive theoretical work and, thus, attractive to
defectors of K-Gruppen, who affirmed the idea that ‘the only way to establish an actual
cohesion is to be found in the systematic debate and analysis’346, instead of following an
entryist approach. Indeed, the MG offered various opportunities for activists interested in
studying the basics of Marxist and Hegelian theory and the inherent contradictions of
contemporary academic theories, including its critical alternatives, and theorising daily
affairs. Steady growth in membership figures after its establishment can be ascribed to the
MG’s intention to ‘complete’ the work which Marx began and intensively train supporters in
socio-critical theory. Membership levels rose from 700 members and approximately 4,500
344
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actively involved sympathisers in 1980 to 10,000 ‘intimately involved’ activists, plus several
thousand participating in training courses and teach-ins by 1990/1.347
In the tradition of the Red Cells’ socialist study programme, the MG continued its
approach to qualify its members and sympathisers as Marxist thinkers: disengaging itself from
critical discourse by rejecting ‘affirmative moments’ in its attempt to penetrate theoretically
bourgeois society.348 During the 1980s, members of the MG typically attended three courses
and discussion circles per week.349 As the coherence of the MG was solely based on its
members’ consent regarding the group’s basic theoretical work, on which, according to
interviewees, controversial debates indeed occurred, the group served the interest of many
activists, disillusioned by the radical left and its dogmatic political practise in seeking answers
to theoretical issues with which Marxists had grappled throughout the 1970s. However, the
majority of activists who joined the MG during the 1980s had no background in other New
Left organisations. Of the six interviewees, for example, only two participated in the MG’s
predecessor organisations, whereas four became members over the course of the 1980s.
Considering the expansion of the organisation during that decade, this late joining of most
activists was representative for the MG, which was able to attract the majority of its
supporters between 1980 and 1990.350
The political background of these interviewees was diverse. Two were politicised
during the late 1970s in a church-affiliated organisation, one in the feminist Antifa and
another in the youth organisation of West Germany’s conservative party. One person was
introduced to the MG by their parents. Interviewees confirmed the idea that there was no
typical path leading to the involvement with the MG; statements, which accord with other
studies conducted on the West German New Left.351
The MG’s theory-first approach also had an impact on its membership composition.
Unlike the KPD/ML, which had personal ties with the banned KPD and whose leaders had a
blue collar background, but in accordance with the New Left in general, the vast majority of
MG activists were academics.352 All six interviewees had an academic background and
347
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worked or had retired from positions in the education sector. One activist holds a
professorship; another is a retired professor of social work; whereas the other four work as
teachers at vocational and grammar schools, with backgrounds in languages, social sciences
and the humanities.
Interviewees emphasised that over the long run, trickle-down effects had resulted in
the recruitment of new sympathisers studying these academic disciplines. For example, at the
University of Bremen, three professors involved in the training of teachers were able to utilise
their positions for the dissemination of the MG’s theory. This, however, occurred under the
guise of the ‘critique of bourgeois science’ because public support for the group’s body of
thought would have resulted in disciplinary proceedings. Fellow students, who distributed
leaflets, agitated in lectures and seminars and invited interested students to participate in
sympathiser meetings, therefore carried out the actual recruitment. In the interviewees’
estimation, the share of academics in the MG was well above the 90% mark.353
The interviewees’ statements are validated by their political opponents, who even
today, polemically refer to teach-ins of the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house in Bremen as
local meetings of the German education and science workers’ union.354 Moreover, a
disproportionately high number of activists had a middle-class background, relatively high
social status and educational attainments; something, however, applicable to the entire New
Left.355
However, the MG was able to attract the interest of intellectuals in its theoretical
work; the group struggled to obtain support among the ‘classical’ proletariat. With regard to
the extremely high proportion of academics, one interviewee asked rhetorically, ‘how could it
be otherwise?’ and referred to the central importance of the ‘critique of bourgeois science’ for
the MG. The interviewee further stressed that this critique did not aim to apply existing
academic standards and theories to issues ‘concerning’ the proletariat and that the group did
not intend to propagate an alternative ‘Marxist-Leninist worldview’ on the basis of a
revolutionary ‘class point of view’. Instead, “we intended to critically question the issues
debated in academia and, thus, to reveal the conformism […] and total lack of practical
consequences of academic life in capitalism.”356
As membership was not to be achieved by confessing to a political programme but
instead through extensive studies and was only of an ‘ideal’ nature, the interviewee amplified
353

Interview with K.M., 24 January 2012.
See Menschenfeinde laden ein <http://www.verbrochenes.net/2009/01/27/menschenfeinde-laden-ein/> [25
May 2010].
355
See also Langguth, Protestbewegung, p. 18.
356
Interview with E.A., 18 January 2013. This comment refers to the humanities and social sciences.
354

Chapter 3

Bucking the trend of the declining New Left

115

that “a certain educational background and disposable time, which people used to enjoy in the
higher education sector […], are required or, more precisely, made it more likely to become
interested in Marxism in general and the MG’s theoretical work in particular.”357 In addition
to the realities of professional and private life, acquiring the requisite knowledge of areas
ranging from a critique of political economy to the inherent deficits within moral philosophy,
literature theory and methodologies of social sciences and humanities, constituted a hugely
demanding task. Hence, the interviewee indirectly supports a central criticism against the MG
and its predecessors: namely, its assumption that the only path of becoming a socialist was
that of the bourgeois intellectual, who works himself through to a full understanding of the
Marxist movement and its systematic critique of capitalism, bourgeois life and concomitant
ideologies. The reproach of being elitist had its origin in exactly this circumstance.358 Hence,
the MG’s aspiration to find cohesion in theoretical debate and analysis necessitated its own
problems.

3.2.2.

The Marxistische Gruppe’s agitation strategy and change of
emphasis

Intense efforts were made by the MG during the first years of its existence to recruit new
members and expand its influence on West Germany’s radical left. Between 1979 and 1983,
the group produced the majority of its relevant theoretical works. Its book series, ‘dissenting
views’, for example, dealt with issues such as developments in Poland, the Falklands and
Israel-Lebanon Wars. Although these publications were largely sold to supporters of the MG,
the group was nonetheless able to find an audience beyond its own ranks and recruit new
sympathisers because of its intensive training and presentation of its theory at public teachins. Between 1980 and 1983 alone, the MG more than tripled its membership base from 700
to 2,500.359
In the early 1980s, the MG’s theory-centred approach was attractive to many young
intellectuals leaning to the political left. Among them was Rainald Goetz, author and
proponent of capitalist realism, who insinuated his view on the MG and especially Karl Held
through two novels.360 In 1983 and 1986, he commented self-ironically on the idea of joining
the MG and its leading “Marxist thought-warrior”, Dr Karl Held, whose “wonderful,
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magnificent brain” could be enjoyed when he, “the ‘pontiff’, presided over his entourage at
teach-ins as the hero (‘Held’ is German for hero), as the brain, as a true philosopher.”361
During the 1980s, the MG was noticed beyond the radical left’s niche.362 At this time, Held
and Ebel even published on the political economy of world peace in the prestigious Surkamp
publishing house.363
In addition to its popular, extensive public lecture programme, the MG gave around
300 teach-ins at more than 30 locations across Germany and Austria, which drew audiences of
up to 1,500. On occasion, three events were held simultaneously in Munich alone; the group
printed up to ten million pamphlets and organised sympathiser meetings at more than 20
universities each year.364 Moreover, the MG organised book tables at up to forty universities
and a dozen book shops around the country; advertised its publications in left-wing
newspapers; produced pamphlets for specific companies, industries, universities, departments
and pupils in one of its six print shops and sometimes distributed leaflets to regular
households.365
In 1980, for example, the group distributed an inflammatory pamphlet owing to the
state visit of Pope John Paul II to West Germany.366 Tens of thousands of ‘arguments against
the Pope’ pamphlets were distributed to regular households, resulting in hostility and fierce
criticism. In its polemic, the MG attacked the basic antinomies of the Christian belief system.
Several reactions to the group’s agitation project were published, ranging from threats to stop
its circulation, to those of violence.367
Despite this, leaflets were an important cornerstone of the MG’s strategic direction:
they provided a relatively low-priced means with which to reach a wide audience.368 Although
its ambition to attract a sufficient number of new members to ignite a revolutionary
movement failed to materialise, the MG established itself as the ‘notorious evil in charge’,
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destructively leading the discourse of the political left.369 However, if we consider that
approximately ten million of its pamphlets were distributed each year, the political impact and
recruitment of new supporters beyond the radical left scene was incommensurate with the
level of effort invested.370
Besides its agitation at universities, teach-ins and handing out leaflets to the general
public, the group organised large rallies in Bonn, West Germany’s capital, to address its
abrasive criticism to larger audiences. At the first of these rallies, the MG mobilised political
resistance against Leonid Brezhnev and the Soviet Union. On 22 November 1981,
approximately 7,000 demonstrators gathered to protest ‘Against FRG-Imperialism and
NATO-World Dominance’. At the closing rally, Herbert L. Fertl held a speech, in which he
warned the Soviet leader that the Eastern bloc would end up the mere plaything of hostile
interests and that the NATO alliance would not stop the arms race and the economic
‘infiltration’ of the communist world until the Soviet-led bloc fell.371
Such were the all-embracing interests inherent in the principle of capital accumulation,
the MG argued that the ‘free world’ would not rest until all antagonistic interests hindering
the free movement of capital had been overcome. The idea of ‘peaceful co-existence’ would
be a systemic impossibility of capitalism and, thus, predicted that the ‘free world’ would not
slow down and insist on reform programmes for socialist states until either access to the
interests of capital was unconditionally granted or the states themselves had ceased to exist.372
In June 1982, the MG demonstrated in parallel with a mass rally of the peace
movement, under the slogan ‘Against NATO-Imperialism and the German-American War
Alliance’. This time, around 20,000 demonstrators gathered in Bonn. Despite different stances
on the NATO alliance, modern manifestations of imperialism and the role of the West
German armed forces, the MG was supported for the first time by the Bund Westdeutscher
Kommunisten (BWK, League of West German Communists), a 400 member left-wing spinoff of the disintegrating KBW. Considering that in 1977, when faced with potential party ban
proceedings, all K-Gruppen had only been able to mobilise a similar number of activists, the
MG’s impact on the radical left was substantial. Almost a year later, on 17 June 1983, the MG
called for a third large demonstration in Bonn. Again, the group co-operated with the BWK,
which disbanded two years later due to ideological issues and protested against ‘FRG-
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Imperialism and the Violent German Reunification through NATO-War’. Around 15,000
demonstrators answered the call.373
In addition, the MG held numerous other smaller demonstrations. On 14 July 1982, for
example, it joined forces with the BWK and Trotskyist Gruppe Internationaler Marxisten
(GIM, Group of International Marxists) in Munich, to protest against Israel’s war against
Lebanon. Under the motto, ‘Against the Genocide in Lebanon under NATO Protection’, the
factions criticised what they held to be the ideological whitewashing of Israel’s military
campaign and its underlying political and military-strategic interests. This co-operation
between the MG and the GIM, the German section of the Fourth International, was a rare
exception but provides evidence of the MG’s pragmatism and its interest in finding support
for specific arguments beyond otherwise existing ideological rifts.374
However, it should be remembered that during this time, the peace movement as a
whole was also able to mobilise millions of protesters against the NATO Double-Track
Decision and deployment of atomic warheads by the US military in West Germany.375 The
remarkably high mobilisation potential of the MG between 1981 and 1983 must be
understood against the background of these peace protests. In fact, the MG’s mass rallies took
place against competing and larger rallies by less radical groups over the same issue organised
on the same days in West Germany’s capital. Hence, demonstrators made a radical choice by
attending the MG’s rallies and did not participate in the absence of ideologically more
suitable alternatives. Considering the still deep-seated animosities among organisations of the
radical left in those years, it is also improbable to assume that a substantial number of other
groups’ supporters, except for those of the BWK, joined the MG and its sympathisers on these
occasions. The numbers of participants therefore adequately reflect the mobilisation potential
of the MG in the early 1980s.
Yet, that said, even at these demonstrations, ‘the small and disciplined army of
‘professional proletarians’, chanted slogans with solid arguments’376 and thus, unlike the KGruppen, renounced the folkloristic as well as violent accompaniment of its political
viewpoint.
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After 1983, confronted with the end of the peace movement, the MG changed its
strategic direction and discontinued its organisation of rallies. This decision can be explained
by two major considerations. First, the group concluded that demonstrations were an
inappropriate means for agitating people because societal circumstances changed in such a
way that it became increasingly difficult for Marxists to find an audience for their criticism,
even among those leaning to the political left. With the demise of the New Left in the early
1980s, the authority attached to Marxism as an adequate analytical tool with which to make
sense of the social order was lost, even among the majority of left-leaning activists. While the
influence of academic Marxism had already peaked in the early to mid-1970s, politically
independent activists involved with new social movements and the Green Party were hostile
towards Marxist lines of reasoning and activism, despite capitalising on professional
organisational structures, as well as the political experience of former K-Gruppen activists.377
Second, there was an increasing fear of risking the civil existence of its members, considering
their exposure to police surveillance and that many supporters worked or pursued careers in
the public sector. Surveillance activities of the Verfassungsschutz increased at the same
time.378 The MG therefore concluded that the political results of organising rallies were not
worth the effort; no demonstrations were staged after 1983, the year when West Germany’s
decision to deploy more middle range nuclear weapons passed into law.379
By way of an alternative, the MG instead intensified efforts to disseminate its ideas
among trades unions. In addition to two monographs on the Confederation of German Trade
Unions (DGB) published in 1979 and 1982, agitation material was distributed to workers.
Often produced for particular companies and industries, most articles published in regional,
company and industry-specific editions were identical.380 The widespread idea of the MG as
an organisation disregarding the importance of the working class can therefore be seen here to
have been rather one-sided. Rival factions, accusing the group of being ‘quitters’ and ‘elitist’
for not becoming involved with the ‘daily struggle’, simply ignored that the group pursued a
goal of recruiting new members among the working class.381
However, unlike the Maoist K-Gruppen, the MG it did not subscribe to a ‘proletarian
point of view’ and curry favour with the working class but instead agitated workers through
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theoretical arguments, rejecting all manifestations of materialism within capitalism as
‘phony’. Revolutionary phrases, Maoist sloganeering was actually one of its striking
characteristics, were frowned upon as creating political attitudes, rather than allowing the
‘revolutionary subject’ to see reason in their material life conditions. Accordingly, doublesided A2 sheets were distributed and most articles authored with less academic terminology.
Between 1984 and 1986, circulation of the MAZ, the Marxistische Arbeiterzeitung
(Marxist Workers Paper), peaked. Although exact numbers are not available, it is plausible to
assume, considering the information provided by the Verfassungsschutz, that a few thousand
papers were distributed up to a dozen times, in some periods even bi-weekly, per year for free.
In and around Munich alone, at least 18 different papers were distributed at large companies,
such as Krauss-Maffei (defence contractor), Linde (gas and engineering), MAN (commercial
vehicles), AEG (electronics group) and to insurance and department store industries.382 In
contrast to K-Gruppen, however, the MG did not follow a strategy of commencing operations
within companies and establishing ‘cells’ with which to support workers in their fight for
wage increases, improvement of employment standards and occupational health.
In response to the MG’s agitation and its attempt to find support in trade unions, the
regional head office of the DGB in Hesse initiated a resolution, declaring that membership of
the MG was not compatible with that of any union affiliated to it. This was confirmed in July
1985 by the federal executive board that declared the MG to be an ‘adversarial organisation’
and referred to the ban of K-Gruppen activities in 1974. As a consequence, disciplinary
proceedings were initiated against members supporting viewpoints of the MG or immediately
expelled from the union.383
Efforts to promote fundamental criticism within the trade union sector were abated by
the group in the aftermath of the DGB’s resolution. However, until its dissolution in 1991, the
MG continued to distribute its papers, especially in the context of major political events, such
as mass protests in Rheinhausen against the closure of steel mills in 1988. Between summer
1987 and the following spring, a total of 14 different pamphlets critically reflecting on the
state of the protests were distributed in Rheinhausen, the Ruhr valley and other important steel
production facilities across West Germany.384
Despite its agitation efforts in the private sector and trades unions, the MG became
particularly notorious for its behaviour at universities.385 Although never conceived as a
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student organisation, in contrast to K-Gruppen and the DKP, the MG was a coherent political
entity and thus had no affiliated student or affiliated ‘mass organisations’; the ‘organisation of
intellectuals’ utilised universities in West Germany and Austria to promote its ‘critique of
bourgeois science’ and thus recruit new sympathisers. In order to achieve this, the MG’s local
branches distributed Hochschulzeitungen (university papers) and organised teach-ins. The
papers were usually handed out bi-weekly during semesters and had a total circulation of up
to 10,000 at any given university where the MG was active. Between 1979 and 1991, around
150 issues were produced in at least two dozen universities.386
Moreover, lectures in the social sciences and humanities were also systematically
broken up; a device inherited from the heyday of the student and Red Cells movement.
Thanks to this, the MG became not only an inveterate antagonist to intellectuals of the
academic and political mainstream, but also to many left-wing academics appointed as
professors in the wake of the student movement.387 This feud gained its own momentum when
students at the University of Hamburg ran small advertisements in newspapers to develop
counter-strategies and gather information on the political work and organisational structure of
the MG.388 In 1985, two professors of the same university, annoyed by the aggressive
presence of MG activists in their seminars, took an active part in driving the students’ project
forward: most students and lecturers at all levels felt infringed in their rights to give and
follow lectures and seminars without being disturbed by the ideological criticism imposed
upon them by the MG. 389 From a strategic point of view, the breaking up worked as follows:
a small group of at least three students attended introductory courses and confronted the
lecturer with the alleged deficiencies of the particular subject being lectured. The main
agitator stuck tenaciously to his immanent critique and was joined by at least one other MG
supporter. Both put forward their critical objections to the lecturer’s speech, while the third
person recorded the dispute for further analysis and to gather information on specific patterns
of arguments regularly presented by ‘bourgeois’ academics and fellow students.390
It is, however, important to take account of the West German higher education system
at that time. Until the Bologna Process was launched in 2001, it was common practice at
German universities to study without significant time limits. Some graduates even re-enrolled
at their alma mater to utilise the benefits implied in the status of being a student. The MG
benefited from this: in Munich, for example, its chief agitator, Karl Held, was one of the
386

Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz, Marxistische Gruppe, 1991. See also APO-Archiv, book shelf 827.
See, for example, Rote Zellen/ Marxistische Gruppen, Die linken Kritiker, 1977.
388
See MSZ, 4 (1981), p. 68.
389
See Schnädelbach and Käsler, Aufklärung über die Marxistische Gruppe, 1985.
390
See Die Zeit, ‘Die letzten großen K-Gruppen der siebziger Jahre’, 1991.
387

Chapter 3

Bucking the trend of the declining New Left

122

student representatives to the academic senate in the early 1980s, despite holding a Ph.D. in
German Studies and already being in his late 30s.391 Thus, lecturers often found themselves
challenged by young intellectuals substantially trained in Marxist and mainstream theories.
This explains why the MG’s theoretical work received credit among academics, some of
whom had actually endured the experience of public disputes with MG members.392
The group gradually reconsidered its approach in the mid-1980s because activists were
exposed to an increasing level of persecution in academia and by state authorities. After this
point, the number of broken up lectures fell. An increasing number of activists experienced
problems with state authorities. For example, there were several cases in which candidates for
teaching positions were rejected even though they had only been in loose contact with the
MG. Some of these individuals only attended sympathiser meetings and teach-ins once or
twice.393 Once again, the MG was forced to assess whether or not the means were worth the
expense; in other words, the group decided to reduce its aggressive political agitation at
higher education seminars in order to reduce the risk of its supporters being exposed as such.

3.3.

The demise of West Germany’s largest New Left
organisation: the Marxistische Gruppe from the mid-1980s
until its dissolution in 1991

In 1985, students, lecturers and professors of the University of Hamburg joined forces to
gather information on what the Bavarian interior ministry rated as “Germany’s most powerful
organisation of the New Left, an organisation that has not participated in the general decline
of Marxism-Leninism.”394 This seemingly trivial incident proved rather important because the
booklet published by the Verfassungsschutz in 1991 made numerous explicit and implicit
references to the work of Käsler and Schnädelbach, the two professors from Hamburg,
published six years earlier. Although actual links between those gathering information via
advertisements in leftist magazines as well as circular letters among the academic personnel at
the University of Hamburg and the Verfassungsschutz are unverifiable; the content of both
publications suggests that the assumption that Käsler and Schnädelbach’s work was a
‘blueprint’ for the Verfassungsschutz was not unsubstantiated. In fact, several lines of thought
391
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regarding the MG’s ‘pseudo-Marxist’ approach, its ‘methods of inclusion’ or alleged ‘system
of gratifications’ appear in both publications.
Moreover, the Verfassungsschutz explicitly refers to the work of ‘two professors from
Hamburg’, which declared the MG to have a ‘nihilist-cynical attitude that is from the
viewpoint of a history of ideas well-known from pre-fascism.’395 Both publications mark the
start and end point of a public denunciation campaign that eventually led to the dissolution of
the MG. The campaign was of denunciatory character in the sense that the group’s theoretical
work was, if anything, of subordinate importance to its critics. It is important to stress that this
subordinate interest in theory is not only fundamental to anti-Communist denunciation, but
also reflects the purpose of intelligence services not to discount the theoretical basis of
political organisations but to identify a discrepancy between these theories and constitutional
principles, in order to adopt appropriate measures to protect the latter, i.e. concept of ‘militant
democracy’.396
Thus was the intra-organisational structure and evaluation of the MG’s potential and
actual threat to the West German Constitution in general and academic life in particular
central to the reconnaissance activities of the Verfassungsschutz and academics in
Hamburg.397 Above all, the MG’s clandestine organisation principles, a practical reflex to the
reprisals of West Germany’s state authorities and its intelligence apparatus, were the subject
of interest. For this purpose, the Verfassungsschutz aimed at recruiting confidential informants
upon the members and sympathisers of the MG.398
Another institution which developed an interest in the group was the Bayerischer
Rundfunk, the Bavarian branch of Germany’s public broadcaster, which aired two
investigative reports on the ‘political phenomenon’ of the MG. On 22 June 1988, and again in
December 1989, the public broadcaster occupied itself with the group’s political activities. In
response to the first report, the MG organised teach-ins to defend its political agitation against
the strategy of ‘systematic and public denunciation’.399 The second report focused on the
MG’s financing and uncovering of members working for a regional vocational training
facility. As a result, four members lost their position without ever utilising their occupational
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responsibilities for their political work, a fact that was also confirmed by the President of the
regional office of the Verfassungsschutz in Hamburg.400
Considering the MG’s emphasis on the separation of professional and political work,
the group was convinced that any sacrifices “in the current political situation would have no
positive effects on the Marxist project […] but constitute a meaningless political signal.”401
The dismissed supporters acted consistent to the MG’s theoretical body of thought. This
attitude, distinctive among the New Left and indicative of the MG’s realistic assessment of
the prospects for a revolutionary overthrow of West German society in the 1970s and 1980s,
stood in opposition to the Maoist belief that it would be a good thing to be attacked by one’s
political opponent; a belief that led, among other things, to the 1977 dismissal of dozens of
teachers affiliated to the KBW that aimed to ‘mobilise the masses’ in their struggle against the
grading system in Lower Saxony’s schools.402
For Georg Fülberth, Marxist intellectual affiliated to the DKP, the decision to dissolve
the MG in 1991 was only the consequence of prolonged strategic discussions that surfaced in
the late 1980s and occupied the organisation’s leading circles and regular members.403 This is
indirectly supported by both the group’s own statement from a year before its dissolution and
former members who reported recurring debates on the adverse effects of surveillance
activities on the MG since the mid-1980s.404 In particular, the banning of supporters from
positions in the civil service caused discussions on the long-term strategy of the MG and the
appropriateness of its form of organisation. As the criteria for being categorised as an enemy
of the constitution were thin, attending a discussion meeting once or providing a car for the
distribution of leaflets could be all that was required, the room for political manoeuvre
became narrow.405 Already, the ‘reasonable suspicion’ that an individual would support the
MG led to the rejection of applications for the civil service.406
In line with this, the MG declared in the final issue of its periodical in 1991 that:
We do not resign because the lacking demand for communist critique would have
raised any doubts about our way of thinking. Moreover, we do not resign, because the
world declared communism to be dead. We dissolve, because the liberal democratic
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rule of law does not offer us any other possibilities with his persecutory delusion. And
providing the state power intelligence service with martyrs is too ridiculous to us.407

Thus, the MG’s dissolution in 1991 was the consequence of its political realism against the
background of the broader historical context, i.e. collapse of the Eastern bloc and the
subsequent hegemony of democratic capitalism. In light of the MG’s ambition to protect its
rank and file from being publicly exposed as critics of the German constitution, it is no
coincidence that it was the only New Left organisation, which dissolved in consequence of the
Verfassungsschutz’s activities. While the K-Gruppen either disappeared because of
factionalism resulting from intra-organisational debates regarding political re-orientation in
the late 1970s (e.g. KBW and KB), early to mid-1980s (KPD/ML) or liquidated themselves in
anticipation thereof (KPD/AO), the MG did no such thing. By maintaining its critique of
capitalism and democracy, it avoided being caught up in the maelstrom of the New Left’s
ultimate decline. Quite the contrary, the MG was still in its prime and ideologically unaffected
by the historical developments of 1989-91 and the decline of regimes whose ‘really existing
socialism’, had been criticised by the MG’s predecessor in detail already in the 1970s.408

3.4.

The Marxistische Gruppe, the German Democratic Republic
and intelligence activities in East and West

3.4.1.

Introduction

From the beginning, the MG’s development was accompanied by rumours aimed at defaming
the group regarding its presumed links with the East (and also West) German regime. In
particular, the organisation’s extensive financial resources gave rise to all sorts of
speculation;409 yet given the way in which it formulated very strong criticism of the GDR’s
political economy and moral superstructure, this would appear rather far-fetched.410
In the context of the Cold War, the ideological confrontation between capitalist and
socialist states had a substantial influence on leftist discourse in West Germany. In particular,
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the GDR was the object of continual, controversial discussions among activists and
intellectuals of the New Left throughout the 1960s and 1970s.411 Contrary to the idea raised
by Markovits that one shared value of the radical left in 1968 and thereafter “was never to
criticise the GDR and other communist regimes in Eastern Europe, even if one disapproved of
certain concrete measures and policies,”412 it is important to emphasise that for West
Germany’s New Left after 1968, the GDR was a central object of criticism. The Maoist KGruppen, for example, criticised the ruling Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED,
Socialist Unity Party of Germany) from the viewpoint of their ideological fixation on the
Chinese or Albanian regimes as ‘revisionist’, ‘non-revolutionary’ and ‘bourgeois’.413 Such
depictions were also complemented by the idea of the GDR representing a specific form of
modern ‘social fascism’.414 These Communist factions, however, retained an ambivalent
attitude towards really existing socialism because, as a matter of principle, they were positive
about the very existence of a socialist opposition to the capitalist societies of the Western
bloc, despite the GDR’s failure to meet their expectations of a socialist society.415
The following section examines the relationship between the GDR’s intelligence
service and the MG, to shed light on the rumours mentioned above. To achieve this, the thesis
will refer to hitherto unconsidered sources from the Stasi archives in Berlin. It will also
briefly reflect upon the MG’s relationship with the West German Verfassungsschutz.

3.4.2.

The Marxistische Gruppe as an enemy target of the Stasi

The critical interest of West German radical leftists in the politics of the GDR was paralleled
by East German interest in evaluating the actual and potential political impact of the New Left
on West German society. Thus several New Left organisations became Feindobjekte (enemy
targets) of the GDR’s secret police force and intelligence service, the Staatssicherheitsdienst
or ‘Stasi’ (MfS, Ministry for State Security). The MfS systematically collected information on
the extra-parliamentary opposition, the APO and evaluated its political impact and ideological

411

Koenen, Das rote Jahrzehnt, 2007.
Markovits, ‘The West German Left in a Changing Europe’, p. 178.
413
See report of the GDR’s intelligence service on radical left opposition in West Germany. See BStU, MfS HA IX, no. 19214. See also Koenen, Das rote Jahrzehnt, 2007, pp. 257-315; Der Spiegel, ‘Rote Mühle’, 22 (26
May 1975), pp. 33-34.
414
See, for example, Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands/Marxisten-Leninisten, Vereinigungserklärung
<http://cpgerml.50g.com/dokumente/vereinigung1991.html> [30 June 2012].
415
Koenen, Das rote Jahrzehnt, pp. 223-232.
412

Chapter 3

Bucking the trend of the declining New Left

127

development.416 Moreover, the MfS continued to investigate political organisations of the
radical left until its dissolution on 18 November 1989.417
Both financially and ideologically, the East German regime supported the West
German DKP and its associated student organisation, the Marxistische Studentenbund
Spartakus (MSB Spartakus, Marxist Student League Spartacus).418 All other political
organisations of the West German New Left were declared ‘enemies of the German people’.
In order to anticipate any ‘potential concentration of enemy agencies filled with hatred’419,
these organisations were investigated either by the Hauptabteilung II, the counter-intelligence
unit of the MfS, or Hauptabteilung XXII, which dealt with ‘terror defence’.420
In light of the MfS’s extensive intelligence operations, it was only a matter of time
before the MG became an enemy target for the GDR. However, after the MfS had received
detailed information on the RZ/AK from a West German defector in 1975, the GDR’s secret
police temporarily lost interest in this newly established Marxist organisation in Munich.421
In contrast, when the MfS took official notice of MG activities for the first time, on 7
January 1981, it pursued an immediate investigative interest in the group; even though,
according to an unofficial source, the MG’s agitation in West Berlin was met with negative
feedback by workers of a local machine tools factory.422 The MG’s pamphlet, in which it
agitated against the approach followed by trade unions, was apparently dismissed by workers
as ‘rubbish’. Nonetheless, the report of the unofficial source in West Berlin was declared ‘top
secret’ by the counter-intelligence unit and resulted in further intelligence activities.423
During the following year, the MfS noted that:
The ‘MG’ almost exclusively operates at universities and appears with a ‘leftist’ verbal
radicalism in public. […] The really existing socialism is defamed as a ‘copy’ of the
capitalist world. Activities against socialist states are hitherto unknown.424

Even if the MfS was realistic about the revolutionary potential of the MG’s political efforts,
the GDR’s secret police and intelligence service established ‘stable contact’ with MG officials
in 1984.425 Via a ‘reliable’ unofficial employee, active under the pseudonym ‘IM Künstler’
416
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(artist), the MfS was in regular touch with Theo Ebel, one of the MG’s leading intellectuals
and organisers. For approximately six months, the ‘operative contact’ remained stable; before
Ebel, himself, without further explanation, referred ‘IM Künstler’ to a different MG contact.
Between 1984 and 1986, various attempts of the MfS’ employee to arrange a face-to-face
meeting with the MG’s contact in East Berlin or Leipzig failed because of the MG’s lack of
interest.426 None of the source material (archives and interviews) indicates that this contact
had an impact on the already minimal operations in the GDR. Because of the terror defence
unit’s responsibility for the general security of the GDR, the creation of an enemy target file
(FOA) had nonetheless been projected for the fourth quarter of 1985.427 However, it seems
that this plan that would have resulted in intensified intelligence service activities was never
implemented.428
Moreover, members of the secret police kept Karl Held, the leading agitator of the MG
and his female company under close surveillance when they visited the GDR for three days in
April 1987.429 After the MfS’s contact proposed a personal meeting on several occasions, and
in light of the regular written contact, that was occurring, the MG leadership must have finally
decided to explore the situation in Leipzig and Dresden on its own. The official purpose of the
group’s entry into GDR territory was to work on a scientific paper: a frequently stated
motivation at that time.
However, in its official report, the MfS remarks that the MG’s delegation was
interested in neither doing research nor enjoying cultural landmarks in both cities. In fact, the
three members of the MG that visited Leipzig and Dresden investigated the contact person’s
real existence by scrutinising his official address and telephone number while checking any
potential interest of the MfS in their visit. Such was the group’s efficient ‘counterintelligence’ that they sought to make any systematic observation difficult for MfS officers
and given the Stasi’s conviction that any suspicious behaviour must be classified as
intelligence activities of foreign states, several officers were positive about the idea that Karl
Held and his company were actually affiliated to the West German secret service.430 However,
neither archive sources nor interviews confirmed the Stasi’s suspicion.
As a result, it was proposed that intelligence activities regarding Held were intensified.
This presumably implied the extension of such activities to the Federal Republic. However,
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according to the BStU’s records, no other activities of MG members in the GDR were
compiled until the state’s secret police and intelligence apparatus collapsed in early 1990.
The MG frequently used fake addresses in West Germany and Hungary when sending
periodicals and books to the GDR. In light of their experiences with the West German
Verfassungsschutz, the group was aware that the chances of encountering intelligence
activities on both sides of the ‘iron curtain’ were extremely high.431 Thus, they warned their
East German contact, ‘IM Künstler’, to be cautious regarding correspondence, most likely not
knowing whether the contact person was a member of the Stasi, in order to avoid attracting
any further attention beyond what was already inevitable.
Although it is unknown whether the MG sustained this correspondence following their
delegation’s stay in the GDR, it is plausible to assume that the MG terminated its contact with
the MfS’ unofficial employee: no further reports of ‘IM Künstler’ were recorded after April
1987. There is no evidence that the MG intended to establish a branch in the GDR or set up a
secret distribution network for their publications. Unlike the KPD/ML, which organised and
maintained a ‘Section GDR’ for almost a decade, the MG refused to sacrifice potential
supporters given the repressive political environment in the GDR. Indeed, the KPD/ML
section in the GDR was infiltrated by MfS officers and dismantled eight years after its official
formation in 1976. For many of its roughly 100 supporters, infiltration of their party cells
resulted in prison sentences, which ended only when the GDR released its political prisoners
after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.432 There is also no evidence for any financial links
between the East German regime and the MG suspected by conservative circles in the early
1980s, an allegation that, even today, still appears in internet blogs.433
This political and ideological hostility was mutual. The MG not only criticised the
historical development of the socialist bloc in general, but that of the GDR, in particular. In
1989, Peter Decker and Karl Held published Dissenting Views on the ‘German Question’, in
which they analysed the political developments of 1989 in the context of West Germany’s
historical goal to re-unify Germany under the rule of democratic capitalism and the Eastern
bloc’s fascination for the productive forces inherent in capitalism.434 German national
euphoria was scrutinised and criticised in a subsequent book; both publications were
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discussed at various lecture tours of East Germany in late 1989/90 and enjoyed a total
circulation of at least 60,000.435

3.4.3.

The West German Verfassungsschutz and the Marxistische
Gruppe

The MG’s severe criticism of other New Left organisations and its seemingly good financial
situation led some activists to assume a link between the Verfassungsschutz and the MG
aimed at splitting the radical left and its revolutionary potential.436
Although I was not allowed to examine the files of the Verfassungsschutz regarding
the MG, it is nonetheless possible to draw conclusions regarding the relationship from
available sources.437 First and foremost, the Verfassungsschutz analysed the MG in its annual
reports during the 1980s. The surveillance activities, which, according to interviewees,
increased in the mid-1980s, culminated in the booklet, the Verfassungsschutz, published in
1991. Prior to this, the MG had already complained about the high level of surveillance, the
attempted acquisition of members in order to ‘dissolve the organisation’ and the nonconsideration of applications by MG members and sympathisers for the civil service.438
Moreover, even in 2005, putative former members were not allowed to exercise certain
positions, which involved the handling of sensitive government data.439
Considering this circumstantial evidence, it is extremely unlikely that the hitherto
inaccessible files of the Verfassungsschutz would reveal a different reality. In fact, like other
organisations of the New Left, the MG and its supporters were considered to be enemies of
the West German constitution and treated accordingly. Therefore, allegations of political
opponents in the late 1970s and early 1980s can be interpreted as an attempt to explain the
different developments that the MG and K-Gruppen went through during this period.

3.4.4.

Understanding the Marxistische Gruppe’s financial resources

As explained above, the extent of the MG’s financial resources gave rise to speculation about
its relationship with the Stasi/Verfassungschutz. Interviews, however, suggest that the group
435
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was mainly financed by its members’ donations. In this respect, the MG did not differ from its
Maoist opponents, which also heavily relied on the financial commitment of its supporter
base.
Interviewees stressed that the MG distinguished itself from K-Gruppen because the
MG did not cap the income of its supporters or collect a certain proportion of their gross
income. Unlike the KBW, for example, which forced its members to ‘donate’ income in
excess of DM 1,000 by 1976, the MG did not impose such obligatory contributions.440
Members and sympathisers made arbitrary financial contributions according to their
disposable income. In this context, one interviewee argued that “[i]f you could afford to give
that amount of money to the organisation, fine; if not, no-one ever forced you to do so. I am
aware of the allegations against the MG stating that individuals were ‘milked’, but this is just
counter-factual.”441 Compulsory enforcement measures and wage attachments against
members, means that were at times employed by the KBW did not occur. The MG
nonetheless recommended donating money according to the following formula:
Membership fee = income / 100 x (income / 100 – 3).442
Although some activists spent up to several thousand Deutsche Mark, one interviewee
stressed that any compulsory measures “would contradict the whole idea of Communists as a
voluntary association of free individuals, which demands certain financial sacrifices for the
sake of the shared political objective.”443 According to the interviewee, “however, […] lots of
members achieved material affluence, for example, in the form of expensive holidays and
properties albeit donating money to the organisation.”444
How far these statements reflect reality is difficult to assess. Even if the MG did not
impose obligatory membership fees, members might have felt obliged to donate considerable
proportions of their income to the organisation because of peer pressure. Although no
interviewee admitted to this, the threat of being socially rejected for failing to conform to a
group standard, e.g. donations/membership fees, often has a considerable effect on individuals
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and how they commit to the peer group and its interests.445 There are various references in the
literature to the influence of group dynamics on individuals with regard to the K-Gruppen.446
Thus, even though it is plausible to assume that the MG’s funding was in fact based on
voluntary donations, socio-psychological constraints cannot be ruled out. The interviews,
though, revealed that the organisation was not dependent on a few generous donors but
financed itself through donations of all its members and selling its literature. Accordingly, no
individual or faction exerted influence on the group’s theory formation and practical efforts
through its financial resources.447

3.4.5.

Summary

There is no evidence of any connection between the East or West German secret service and
the MG between 1979 and 1991. In the official records of the Stasi, the MG was classified as
an ‘enemy target’, whereas the Verfassungsschutz practically treated the MG as an enemy of
the Constitution.
Because of the MG’s spread in the early 1980s, the Verfassungsschutz increased its
surveillance activities and gathered information with which to increase pressure on the
organisation, without becoming involved in party-ban proceedings. The GDR’s intelligence
service was interested in establishing and maintaining operational contact with the MG to
serve the purpose of gathering information with which to anticipate potential threats for the
‘socialist fatherland’. Considering the GDR’s state ideology and its comprehensive
intelligence activities, approaching the MG, an outspoken and relentless critic of the country’s
political economy and moral superstructure, was as necessary to avoid further MG-influenced
opposition because it was redundant from a political perspective, given the MG’s negligible
‘influence’ in East Germany. Its level of influence never exceeded the distribution of a few
publications and ultimately, the MG dissolved itself in response to the publication of a booklet
by Verfassungsschutz in 1991.
Like other New Left organisations, the MG was exclusively financed through
donations/membership fees and the sale of publications. No evidence could be found
supporting rumours the MG was either funded by the GDR’s intelligence service or its West
German equivalent.
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3.5.

The Marxistische Gruppe’s unique development: an analysis
of the existing literature

3.5.1.

Introduction

In Chapter Five, this thesis turns its attention towards the central aspects of the MG’s theory,
in order to support the idea that its theory formation was key to the group’s specific
development. However, authors and political opponents have already commented on the
question of how the MG could have remained a stable source of Marxist criticism at the time
of a declining radical left, whereas former K-Gruppen cadres agonised over a “feeling of
paralysing, uncatchable antiquatedness.”448 Thus, I would like to conclude this chapter by
discussing these explanations and their respective shortcomings.

3.5.2.

The psychologisation of a political phenomenon

Käsler and Schnädelbach were two of the most outspoken critics of the MG’s political and
theoretical efforts in the 1980s. The two authors, musing about the successful establishment of
the MG at higher education institutions in Hamburg, argued that the ‘youthful nihilism’ of
young adults was the foundation of this development. This nihilism was understood to be part
of “a general adolescence crisis” that enabled the MG to recruit new members if they were
willing to accept the “authority of a dictatorial leadership.”449 Even today, Schnädelbach
concludes that the MG was a “fascist and cynical organisation.”450 Likewise, both authors
derive the ability of MG cadres to ‘control themselves even in extreme minority positions’
from specific ‘psychological energies’ and thus, claimed that the MG’s prosperity across
Germany and Austria during the 1980s could only be explained by considering theories of
developmental psychology.451
State authorities argued analogously, insinuating that the MG manipulated its
sympathisers and forced them to give up ‘self-determined thinking’.452 The Verfassungsschutz
also highlighted ‘disorientation’ and a ‘feeling of helplessness’ as factors for becoming
interested in the MG’s theory.453 Should the expansion of the MG, which coincided with the
demise of most socialist and Communist organisations by the late 1970s, be a phenomenon
that must strictly be approached by political psychology? Is it inevitable to consider
448
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‘psychological gratifications’ and ‘modern profaned forms of mystical rituals’ in order to
understand the MG’s specific development in which it became the New Left faction with the
largest ‘expansion’ and ‘stability’?454 Was the historical existence and relative success of the
MG the result of psychological dispositions and subtle manipulation strategies?
Bordens and Abbott demonstrated the tautological nature of constructs, such as
‘psychological energies’ and other dispositions. The authors correctly discounted them as
pseudo-scientific because the supposed existence of ‘psychological energies’ can only be
proven by its own manifestation and vice versa.455 Besides, the idea of being forced to give up
one’s own reasoning during the integration process is also misleading. The adoption of a
particular ideology is inevitably the result of an intellectual dealing with this ideology; it is an
intellectual achievement of a thinking individual, regardless of the ideology’s plausibility and
consistency. Thinking is a necessarily active process; thus, the idea of someone’s thoughts
being manipulated by others constitutes an inadequate attempt of explaining the spread of the
MG’s ideas. Accordingly, the Verfassungsschutz portrayal of activists as victims of the MG’s
subtle methods of inclusion misses the point.456 Similar to Schnädelbach and Käsler’s
approach, the Verfassungsschutz is unwilling to attach rational motives for activists to commit
themselves to the study of Marxist theory in general and the MG in particular.
For the same reason, Langguth’s remarks on ‘eloquence’ and ‘charismatic capabilities’
of leading MG functionaries as a major reason for the group’s development have to be
criticised here.457 Both features are widespread among different political currents; put simply,
the explanatory power of extraordinary charismatic leadership cannot adequately explain why
activists specifically joined the MG and not another political organisation with such a
leadership. Moreover, without referring to psychological dispositions, it is not possible to
explain why certain individuals fell victim to the ‘eloquence’ and ‘charisma’ of leading MG
cadres, whereas others developed no interest in the group. The same is true for the ‘feeling of
security’ or ‘corporate feeling’, which can also be offered by right-wing parties, sports clubs
and parishes. All specifics are lost when the shared politico-ideological basis on which
organisations rest and the goals they follow are not considered adequately.
Goetz took the elimination of content-related explanations to the extreme by arguing
that the MG, a political organisation, exclusively served as a psychological end in itself and
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established radical politics as the central purpose of the life of its members.458 These
psychological explanations are, de facto, the depoliticisation of a political phenomenon. In
contrast, the historical analysis of a political organisation and its process of formation must
focus on politico-theoretical aspects and enable us to understand the specifics that
substantially distinguished the MG from other New Left organisations.
The MG’s theory was both a product of its time because it dealt with issues that the
entire New Left concerned itself with and also a critique of those ideals predominant among
the New Left (as shown in Chapters One and Two). This rigid criticism of bourgeois and
socio-critical idealisms was formulated in continuation from Marx, who asserted that ‘[a]
rotten spirit is making itself felt’ in his critique of left-wing activists
[w]ho want to give socialism a ‘higher ideal’ orientation, that is to say, to replace its
materialistic basis (which demands serious objective study from anyone who tries to
use it) by modern mythology with its goddesses of Justice, Freedom, Equality and
Fraternity.459

The MG’s continuation of this polemic line of thought was based on severe criticism of all
forms of statism, even its democratic forms of appearance. Not only was this anti-statism a
rare exception among the West German New Left but it also contributed to its organisational
stability because it allowed its members to disengage themselves theoretically and practically
from affirming in one way or another the practical problems inherent to both democratic
capitalism and the ‘democratic struggle’ of the working class.460

3.6.

Summary of chapter

In contrast to the general demise of New Left organisations, in particular, the Maoist KGruppen, by the late 1970s, the MG was able to significantly expand its supporter base. Even
though certain aspects of the MG’s organisational structure and agitation strategy were similar
to those of the K-Gruppen, the focus on theory formation and its propagation resulted in a flat
hierarchy: a factor that significantly contributed to the loyalty of its supporters. The idea of a
dictatorial relationship between chief ideologists and the rank and file members could not be
substantiated. The same is true for any links between the MG and the East German Stasi as
458
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well as its West German counterpart, the Verfassungsschutz. The ideological loyalty of its
supporters allowed the MG to finance itself mostly through donations and literature sales.
The agitation strategy and focus of the MG was subject to continuous evaluations.
This explains, for example, why it ceased organising rallies after the peace movement
collapsed in 1983 and with it the potential to address its criticism to a wider left-wing
audience. Moreover, the MG greatly reduced its strategy of ‘breaking up’ lectures at
universities after the pressure of persecution increased in the mid-1980s and an increasing
number of members and sympathisers faced problems with public authorities, which
prevented them from working in the public service sector. This also led the MG finally to
dissolve itself in 1991 after the Verfassungsschutz published an extensive booklet on the
organisation. Such was the increasing risk of members being publicly exposed, the MG,
especially when considering the demise of radical left organisations and the respective milieu
following the collapse of the Eastern bloc and re-unification of Germany, simply decided to
dissolve what had been West Germany’s largest New Left organisation.
Moreover, the MG was engaged in agitating workers by 1979 as it did not limit its
activities to the universities, which were nonetheless understood as the most important
recruitment reservoir. Yet in contrast to its Maoist opponents, the MG did not refrain from
formulating criticism regarding the working class’ support and proactive role in the reproduction of capitalism.
Although the MG’s intellectual approach resulted in blistering attacks from fellow
leftist factions, some of whom demanded a rather tabloid-like agitation of the working class, it
was in fact the MG’s insistence on arguments rather than revolutionary catchwords that
resulted in its relative success in retaining both members and sympathisers during the
1980s.461
Thus, in conclusion, the key to understanding this question can be found in the group’s
undogmatic ‘scientific’ approach and its specific theories that won support from many young,
left-leaning academics.
The next chapter will analyse two of the MG’s major contributions to Marxist
discourse in West Germany: its theory of the democratic state and that of abstract free will.
Exploring both theoretical works will help us arrive at a final understanding as to why the MG
defied the disintegration process endured by the New Left from the late 1970s onwards and
hence its unique historical development among New Left factions in West Germany.
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4.

The)Marxistische+Gruppe’s)contribution)to)a)critique)and)
further)development)of)the)theory)of)the)‘subjective)factor’)
and)its)political)implications)

4.1.

Introduction

The history of Marxism is one of theorising the ‘revolutionary subject’ and its ability and
willingness to overthrow the ruling bourgeois sovereignty: the ‘subjective factor’. This idea
was introduced by Karl Marx himself who linked his critique of capitalism to one of
bourgeois individuals’ corresponding psyche and therefore argued that:
In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations,
which are independent of their will, namely [the] relations of production appropriate to
a given stage in the development of their material forces of production. The totality of
these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real
foundation, on which arises a legal and political superstructure, and to which
correspond definite forms of consciousness. The mode of production of material life
conditions the general process of social, political, and intellectual life. It is not the
consciousness of men that determines their existence, but their social existence that
determines their consciousness.462 [emphasis added]

Following Marx’s lead, numerous intellectuals have studied the relationship of the material
being and individual consciousness in bourgeois society. Their work touches upon, from a
Marxist perspective, the discrepancy between the objective class situation and subjective class
consciousness of the proletariat. Leading theorists of the Frankfurt School, which established
Critical Theory as a major approach to the humanities and social sciences in the 1960s,
focused extensively on this area.
The following paragraphs briefly discuss Marx’s original reflections on this topic and
comment on the shortcomings of his contributions. The chapter then moves on to scrutinise
the approach developed by representatives of the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, namely,
Erich Fromm, Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno and Herbert Marcuse, whose
combination of Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis not only substantially impacted upon
the German student movement, but also had a considerable effect on the further development
of critical approaches to sociology and social psychology.463 Their work will be analysed,
especially the influential Studies on Authority and Family, a standard reference of the student
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movement, which was edited by Horkheimer and contained research reports from important
representatives associated with his Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt.464
The question was posed as to why individuals affirmatively participate in capitalism
and authoritarian political systems even though, from a materialistic point of view, this system
disadvantages the majority. This conformity with the prevailing interests of bourgeois society
and its fascist form of appearance represented one central aspect of the Frankfurt School’s
research programme. It will be argued that their work implies theoretical deficits, which are
an inevitable consequence of combining Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis, and therefore
contributing inadequately to an understanding of the alleged revolutionary subject’s practical
connection to capitalism and its political order.
Although this thesis refers to Marx and the Frankfurt School, arguably still the two
most important sources which German Marxist intellectuals draw upon in order to
demonstrate how the MG further develops the Marxist theory of the revolutionary subject, the
intention is not to offer a comprehensive Marxist genealogy of this issue. This would move
beyond the scope of the present work; and in any case, is not essential in understanding
historical developments, because modern critical psychology, such as the school of thought
established by and in the tradition of Klaus Holzkamp in the wake of the student movement,
persists in its premise of individuals as determined existences, and thus continues the basic
ideas which Marx and the Frankfurt School laid out.465
All approaches of critical social psychology mentioned above have one common
denominator: they rest on the presumption that human beings are not in possession of and
have no control over their freedom of mind. Freedom is interpreted as a condition to be
externally imposed, through social or scientific conditioning or therapeutic catharsis, on an
otherwise not free individual. In other words, the ‘manipulated’ subjectivity needs to be
‘emancipated’. Of all these approaches, the Frankfurt School is deemed most appropriate to
be covered in more detail; it is representative of other approaches, highly influential during
the student movement and functioned as an implicit point of reference for the MG’s critique
and theory formation.466
This will be followed by a discussion of the MG’s theory of abstract free will, through
which the group distanced itself from Marx’s reflections and the psychoanalytically
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influenced Marxism of the Frankfurt School, as well as existing mainstream and critical
theories; and instead established the analytical foundation of a sui generis Marxist theory of
the ‘bourgeois consciousness’. The MG’s theory, although it has its weaknesses ― notably,
the idealistic totalisation of the will ― offers an inherently consistent explanation of the
difficulties of Marxists regarding the agitation of individuals being subjected to the interests
of state and capital. By starting from the premise that free will is a matter of fact, the group
offers a distinct answer to the often mystifying and thus hotly debated issue of how ‘being
determines consciousness’.
The concept of abstract free will had a direct impact upon the MG as a revolutionary
organisation and its political practice. The group was the only organisation to develop its own
theory of the revolutionary subject’s psyche. Moreover, the theory of abstract free will
provides important indications regarding the demise of West Germany’s New Left from the
perspective of Marxist theory.
The purpose of dealing with the MG’s theory in detail is, first and foremost, to
understand the specific developments of the organisation during the 1970s and 1980s. In light
of this, the group’s relative success cannot be sufficiently attributed to psychological needs
satisfied by group membership (e.g. generation of a sense of superiority over the proletarian
masses and fellow students), as argued by the Verfassungsschutz, Schnädelbach and Kessler
as well as Stamm and Goetz.467 Nor was it mere historical coincidence as, for example,
argued by Fülberth.468
To paraphrase Plato, the first to correlate virtues in the state with those in the soul, and
who thus established the idea of a reciprocal relationship between politics and psychology, the
MG appears to implicitly cling to the idea that where freedom, in the sense of an autonomy of
will, remains psychologically ambiguous, so too must the ideal of a free association of human
beings, i.e. communism, in principle unfulfilled.469 For the MG, the issue of the relationship
between politics and psychology was not mere blue-sky thinking, but integral to their political
efforts. Finally, the term ‘bourgeois individual’ is applied throughout this chapter, not only in
reference to the working class, but to all individuals living in capitalist democracies.
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‘Being determines consciousness’: concise reflections on the
deficits of Marx’s ideological criticism

According to the framework developed by Marx and Engels, ideologies are conceptualised as
an expression of ‘false’ consciousness, which would not reflect objective relationships, but
merely its ideologically ‘distorted’ form of appearance. Ideological criticism is therefore
equated with a critique of prevailing ‘bourgeois’ consciousness. These ideologies, however,
do not come into existence arbitrarily, but originate from specific politico-economic exchange
relations. For Marx and Engels, the consciousness of individuals in capitalism is a product of
their social being. Specifically, the oversimplifying idea that ‘being determines
consciousness’ has caused much misunderstanding and requires further qualification.
Engel’s comment ― that social being would be determining, but ‘only in the last
instance’ ― has further contributed to debates among Marxists, especially in the wake of the
student movement. It is thus important to distinguish between the rational components of this
theory and some self-contradictory aspects. For this reason, I will briefly discuss Marx’s ideas
as presented in German Ideology. This will enable us to understand the basic theoretical
misconceptions of Marx’s reasoning that was the subject of numerous controversies among
his intellectual successors and New Left activists.
The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly
interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men, the language
of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage as
the direct efflux of their material behaviour.470

Whereas Marx’s contemporaries, particularly the Young Hegelians, claimed that spirit and
consciousness create their own world, Marx argues that material activities or modes of
production generate their own consciousness. Marx therefore inverted the prevailing thought
of his time to the other extreme.
The fact that, despite Marx’s claims of the existence of quasi-determining
‘interweavements’, individuals are still consciously concerned with their politico-economic
being, i.e. their ‘material intercourse’, is not explicated in his work. This state of being, from
which a specific intellectual stance does not arise automatically, functions in Marx’s analyses
as a determinant for the formation of human consciousness. A detailed explanation of the
mechanisms that cause the economic being to materialise in a certain consciousness was not
provided by Marx. This deficit fostered the common misunderstanding that Marx set the
theoretical foundations for a simply structured deterministic approach.
470
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Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence
of men is their actual life-process.471

Thus, what appears to be a mere tautology ― consciousness means per se consciousness of
something, in other words, an individual that is aware of its specific separation from objective
reality and therefore identifies objects and differentiates between them ― in fact emphasises
the particular content of consciousness. Marx continues to argue that:
The phantoms formed in the human brain are also, necessarily, sublimates of their
material life-process, which is empirically verifiable and bound to material premises.472

With this, Marx transforms the practical adaptation to socio-economic constraints into a total
abstraction; and thus reinterprets the precondition of living in bourgeois society as a necessity
of consciousness-raising. Marx thus misses the only rational interpretation of how ‘being
determines consciousness’ and why the occurrence of ‘false’ consciousness is ‘necessary’
because in capitalism, every individual is forced, under threat of absolute poverty and social
exclusion, to develop an active interest in acquiring money to pay for general living expenses.
Yet no practical constraint hinders the intellectual disengagement of oneself from the
necessities of the bourgeois society or from simultaneously developing a critical attitude
towards them. Marx, however, remains inexplicit about this relationship between being and
consciousness and gives the impression that the specific thoughts of individuals are a mere
‘sublimate’ of the actual material life-process.
Interestingly, the theory of determinism is disproved the moment he formulates these
ideas. Thoughts are still the product of an active rather than passive, deterministic process.
The intellectual acquirement of objects of the material and spiritual world is an achievement
of thinking individuals, not the product of their ‘being’, even though they incessantly relate
their intellect to this. In lieu of this, consciousness which is the direct efflux of socioeconomic conditions, and therefore unable to conceptualise reality as separate from Marx’s
‘upside-down as in a camera obscura’473, would not require any criticism.
Marx anticipates the overthrow of the ruling mode of production, even though
‘phantoms’ formed in the human brain by the ‘material life-process’ appear to make any
change impossible:
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The real, practical dissolution of these phrases, the removal of these notions from the
consciousness of men, will, as we have already said, be affected by altered
circumstances, not by theoretical deductions.474

Considering Marx’s vague arguments, it remains unclear which subject is even able to change
these socio-economic circumstances. If consciousness, constructed in his work as incapable of
comprehending the ideological nature of its social being, does not contribute to the active
overthrow of the politico-economic order, why should one expect any change at all?
Capitalism has no logical terminus that would render any critique of political economy
obsolete.
Marx, who aimed to formulate a critique of idealists who emphasised the preeminence of consciousness in relation to actual material life, and understood the former as the
decisive element shaping society, unintentionally constructs a discrepancy between the
knowledge of these circumstances and the potential overthrow of capitalism. The ‘subjective
factor’ is neglected in this theoretical approach, because Marx himself is trapped in the
unsubstantiated idea that the envisaged overthrow of bourgeois sovereignty inevitably results
from the further development of the economic structure of capitalist society. This firm belief
in the idea of politico-economic self-regulation is an integral part of the concept of ‘historical
materialism’. Yet the paradox of Marx continuing to agitate for his political goals, while
failing to be explicit regarding the implications of his own line of thought, continues to pose a
great problem here. Ultimately, his historical optimism supersedes any theoretical assurance
regarding the relationship of being and consciousness and manifests itself as follows:
For the mass of men, i.e., the proletariat, these theoretical notions do not exist and
hence do not require to be dissolved, and if this mass ever had any theoretical notions,
e.g., religion, these have now long been dissolved by circumstances.475

Here, the line of argument presented by Marx reaches its logical end. If ideologies are quasinaturally discredited over the course of time and dissolved by circumstances, it follows that
ideologies that adequately reflect and legitimise the ruling mode of production ultimately do
not obstruct the overthrow of the bourgeois order. This theory, however, is formulated at the
expense of endemic theoretical flaws.
To sum up, Marx and Engels understood that the material life-process has a particular impact
on how individuals conceptualise the bourgeois order and why its corresponding ideologies
are so persistent. However, they fall well behind their own insight that “men can be
474
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distinguished from animals by consciousness”476 in their vaguely formulated ideas. As a
result, any potential revolutionary subject willingly interested in promoting social change on
the basis of theoretical insights into the ‘laws of motion’ of capitalism and its ideological
‘superstructure’ is absent from their theory. The capitalist life-process is simply expected to
result in its own overthrow.
Even though the very act of Marx’s theory formation confuted this idea, throughout
his life, he remained unable to develop a more rational analysis of the reciprocal relationship
between being and consciousness in bourgeois society. This is the key deficiency in his
approach: he is unable to explain thoroughly the reasons for those social strata maintaining a
positive attitude towards capitalism despite this economic order being to the systematic
disadvantage of their material interests.
Theorists of the Frankfurt School contributed to the further development of the
‘subjective factor’ to this issue and were first to develop a systematic Marxist approach to the
socio-psychological phenomenon of ‘being determines consciousness’ by integrating
Freudian psychoanalysis into their socio-critical studies. With the introduction of Freudian
concepts to the analysis of modern society, these theorists either challenged the possibility of
overthrowing capitalism or, in the form of Herbert Marcuse, the most influential proponent of
this school during ‘68’, shifted their revolutionary hopes from the working class to groups at
the fringe of society, such as the unemployed, incapacitated and persecuted.477

4.3.

The Frankfurt School and the theory of the ‘subjective factor’

The protagonists of Critical Theory developed their own theory regarding proletarian
involvement in bourgeois society. Fromm, Horkheimer and Adorno linked the Marxist
framework with Freudian psychoanalysis and constructed the theory of the authoritarian
personality, refuting the idea that human behaviour originates from the economic base alone:
Marxism and psychoanalysis [not only] overlap but […] there is also an intrinsic
interdependency between the two. This means, […] a synthesis is [not only] possible
but also an existential necessity.478

Against Marx’s ideas, the Frankfurt authors stressed the autonomy of the ‘subjective factor’;
and thus attempted to find the reasons for its conformity to the requirements of state and
capital. This advancement of the theory of the individual’s consciousness being subject to
476
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bourgeois rule was groundbreaking; it included both Freudian and Weberian arguments, in
order to account for the perceived omissions in Marx’s work. While Marx and Engels put
emphasis on the idea that consciousness is determined by its economic being, leading
proponents of Critical Theory focussed their research on the mind’s structure as developed by
Freud, i.e. the trinity of ‘id’, ‘ego’ and ‘super-ego’, hoping to move beyond Marx’s rather
one-dimensional economically deterministic views.479
However, by applying Freud’s framework to their own studies on the ‘subjective
factor’, the Frankfurt School also adopted the theoretical flaws involved in Freudian
psychoanalysis. The following section presents their theory, discusses how they went beyond
the scope of Marx’ ideas and analyses their own deficiencies, which played an important role
in the theory formation of the MG. Unlike the authors of Critical Theory, the MG rejected
psychoanalytical viewpoints and developed their own theory of bourgeois consciousness
based on Hegelian ideas, i.e. the assumption that the free will is a pleonasm and thus a matter
of fact.480 The group offers a significant contribution to the undogmatic theory of the alleged
‘revolutionary subject’, which exceeds the Marxist tradition, while at the same time allowing
for a reinterpretation of ‘being determines consciousness’ and the overcoming of the
Frankfurt School’s Freudianism, as further explained in Section 4.4.

4.3.1.

The rational starting-point of the Frankfurt School’s research
project and its paradoxical results with the examples of Erich
Fromm481 and Max Horkheimer

Interestingly, for the theorists of the Frankfurt School, despite being outspoken Marxists, the
capitalist economy and its corresponding forms of state power were of no particular interest
when it came to explaining the ‘false’ consciousness of the proletariat. This is almost
paradoxical when we consider that the underlying research question ― why do the working
class masses take part in bourgeois society? ― insinuates an antagonism of interests between
those amongst the masses subjected to the interests of state and capital and those benefiting
from them. The specific characteristics of bourgeois sovereignty are generally disregarded in
479
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their socio-psychological studies. This is exemplified in Erich Fromm’s psychoanalytical line
of thought:
His [Freud’s] theory provides an important contribution to answering the question of
how it is possible for the ruling authority in a society to actually be so effective, as has
been evident throughout history. The external force and power embodied in, for a
respective society, the decisive authorities, is an imperative feature of the occurrence of
conformity and submission of the masses to this authority. On the other hand, it is
obvious that this external coercion not only has a direct effect as such, but also that, if
the mass submits itself to the demands and prohibitions of these authorities, this not
only occurs in fear of physical force and physical means of coercion. […] It arises that,
if the external force conditions the conformity of the masses, it must, however, change
its quality within the individual’s psyche. The resulting difficulty is partially solved by
the formation of the super-ego. […] The authorities, as the representatives of the
external force, are internalised; and now the individual acts, according to its
imperatives and prohibitions, not merely for fear of punishment, but for fear of the
psychic instance that it has been raised within itself. 482

By abstracting from any specific economic and political interests promoted within bourgeois
society, the purposes that guarantee social cohesion and the means through which state
authority influences the life of its people are ignored; only the empty category of ‘authority’
remains. A political authority constructed in this way has no purpose other than enforcing the
compliance of the masses. This is misleading for two reasons: first, state authority is a means
to an end, not an end in itself. State authority is applied to achieve certain political and
economic goals, which is the only constant over time and space, implied in the concept of
state authority. Second, any subjective calculation is deemed irrelevant. None of the motives
for individuals to subject themselves to the interests of state and capital are considered to have
explanatory power. Thus, the relationship between ‘authority’ on the one hand and
‘submission’ on the other is abstract and remains undefined. Fromm makes attempts to clarify
this but remains ambiguous when arguing that submission owing to the fear of real means of
coercion
[w]ould paralyse the quality of the output of individuals obeying merely because of an
external coercion, which is at least unbearable for the production in the modern
society, and it would furthermore cause lability and disturbance of social relations,
which would also be inconsistent with the demands of production over the course of
time.483

By pointing towards material criteria as critical to the success or otherwise of state authority,
he confutes the reductionist idea that ‘authority’ would achieve formal success by causing
‘submission’. Yet Fromm does not draw the conclusion that the capitalist need to accumulate
482
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abstract wealth, and the legally organised exclusion of the masses from the means of
production, imposes actual economic constraints on the individual. Instead, conflates the
obvious relationship between capitalism and submission of the masses to it through the
theoretical abstraction described above.
Moreover, although Fromm is aware that the practical loyalty of citizens cannot be
exclusively explained by external factors, thereby implicitly referring to consciousness as the
decisive study object, he argues that external coercion is complemented by its internal
appearance. This transition, however, is not convincing, Fromm omits from his analysis any
specific calculations that individuals might make, meaning that it remains unclear as to why
they ‘internalise’ the external authority and do not, for example, revolt against it. Their
submission is therefore derived in Fromm’s theory as strictly functionalist. For him,
internalisation of the external order is almost inevitable, simply because power would
otherwise remain external.
This tautological position explains the ‘transformation’ of external forces into the
formation of the super-ego in Fromm’s concept. Plausible reasons on why individuals should
add internal to external coercion are not provided; instead, explaining why bourgeois
individuals submit themselves to existing political and economic authorities and how they
subjectively realise this intellectual accommodation is replaced by the assumption of
psychological mechanisms quasi-automatically resulting in submission.
Fromm, who emphasised that
Marxism needs the addition of psychological concepts, because otherwise one would
discuss man, who is the major theme of the Marxist thought, only in abstractphilosophical terms,484

is unable to meet his own claims in the process of his theory formation. The individual, the
so-called subjective factor, which the Frankfurt theorists aimed to introduce as an argument
against the alleged economic determinism of Marxist theory, does not exist in their work as a
being consciously dealing with its politico-economic circumstances.
Max Horkheimer, albeit in a different way, followed the same line of thought. To
Horkheimer, the economic base plays only a minor role in explaining the submissiveness of
individuals. Instead, he derives the actual submission from the appropriate character of
individuals; and thus forgoes to mention the specific politico-economic circumstances in
which individuals form their character.
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[…] So it is actually not possible to explain the behaviour of individuals at a given
point in time exclusively by economic processes that have been taking place in the
immediately preceding moment. Rather, individual groups react according to the
typical character of their members, which has been formed both in the context of the
past and current social development. This character emerges from the influence of the
entire social institutions that function for each layer of the social strata in a peculiar
way. […] Understanding the issue of why a society functions in a specific way, why it
coheres or why it is in a state of dissolution, requires the awareness of the respective
psychic constitution of individuals in the different social groups, the knowledge of how
their character has been formed in the context of all the culturally influential variables
of its time.485

Horkheimer constructs a tautology by deducing the functioning of society from the character
of individuals living within it. These individuals fit into it perfectly, because it would
inevitably result in certain character traits. As with Fromm’s line of thought, the theoretical
goal of reflecting on subjective aspects, in order to adequately conceptualise the success and
permanence of capitalist rule, results in the construction of specific (psychological) features
whose sole purpose is to conform to state power. Paradoxically, the existence of
submissiveness thus becomes the decisive argument for its own practical necessity. For
Horkheimer, the ‘subjective factor’ is merely a replica of its objective societal circumstances.
He therefore negates the autonomy implied in the existence of human consciousness and adds
a psychological disposition to the idea of economic determinism.

4.3.2.

Concluding remarks on the deterministic approach of the Frankfurt
School

The intellectual goal of scrutinising the subservient mind of individuals by utilising Freudian
psychoanalysis led to various theoretical flaws in the work of the Frankfurt School’s
proponents. This was inevitable considering the original intention of exploring the reasons
why bourgeois individuals comply with their own economic exploitation, their existence as a
subject of state power; and by answering this research question with the inner determination
of human behaviour, hence not considering freedom in human nature. In his contribution to
the miscellany on authority and family, Erich Fromm takes this underlying logic to the
extreme:
The decisive feature of the relationship between the ego and super-ego, as well as the
individual to the authorities, is its emotional character. The human being wants to feel
loved both by the super-ego and the authority, fears its hostility and satisfies his selflove when he pleases his super-ego or his authorities with whom he identifies. With the
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help of these emotional forces the individual is able to suppress the socially
objectionable and dangerous impulses and desires.486

This quote is paradoxical, but also representative of the theoretical reflections of the Frankfurt
School for two reasons. First, Fromm does not make a clear distinction between super-ego
and authorities. The objective existence of state power is therefore mixed in with the idea of
the super-ego, a concept whose theoretical construction lacks plausibility and stringency. The
individual subjected to an unspecified ‘authority’ is, on the one hand, described as a mere
object, the quasi-plaything of emotional energies; yet on the other, as a calculating being
pondering how to suppress negative attitudes to authorities most efficiently.
The quintessence of the Frankfurt School’s theorising lies in the deduction of the
individual’s practical submissiveness from its drive structure or character.487 In other words,
bourgeois society and previous forms of rule correspond with the psychological needs of the
masses.

4.4.

The Marxistische Gruppe’s Concept of the Abstract Free Will:
A Radical Marxist Approach to Psychology

4.4.1.

Introduction

Considering what this chapter has identified thus far, it is surely not surprising that the idea
that revolutionary Marxism and the academic discipline of psychology do not complement
one another is widespread.488 Although it is entirely possible to concur with the critical
psychologist, Grahame Hayes, that Marxists working as psychologists are confronted with
particular difficulties regarding the application of their theoretical insights in support of their
patients, it remains unclear why a thoroughly developed theory of the bourgeois individual’s
psyche should contradict the critique of political economy, and not rebound to the advantage
of Marxist theory formation.489 In line with the view that, “the sheer variety of approaches
inside the [psychological] discipline […] makes it difficult to […] provide an alternative that
486
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solves every conceptual, methodological or ideological problem”490, this section explores and
elaborates upon the psychological theory of the MG, abstract free will, to demonstrate that
this Marxist critique of existing theoretical concepts provides a noteworthy contribution with
which to overcome the divergence between political and psychological theory and better
understand how people use their intellect to submit themselves willingly to the dictates of
state and capital.491
As outlined above, existing approaches suffer from their deterministic interpretation of
an individual’s behaviour and thus neglect free will as the decisive feature of human
behaviour. In contrast, unbeknown to the English-speaking world, the MG’s proposed concept
of an abstract free will provides an alternative, consistent explanation of the ‘subjective
factor’ and offer a link between the critique which Marxists make of capitalist society and the
specific consciousness developed by bourgeois individuals.
The following paragraphs present a description of the MG’s theory of abstract free
will: first, through illustrating its basic assumption; second, by looking at its theoretical
derivation; and third, by discussing its psychological theory in the context of historical
developments.

4.4.2.

Critique of mainstream psychology as the theoretical basis for the
derivation of the abstract free will

As part of its ‘critique of bourgeois science’, the MG published extensively on various
subjects covering the entire spectrum of humanities and social sciences. Psychology of the
Private Individual: Critique of Bourgeois Consciousness was released in 1981 and was an
attempt to develop a theory of its own beyond the formulation of mere criticism. The basic
arguments presented in this work are even today repeatedly applied to psychological
phenomena and subjects, such as youth violence or the critique of neuropsychology.492
In order to explain the concept of abstract free will and emphasise the categorical
differences between this theory and contemporary approaches within the discipline of
psychology, some basic theoretical objections formulated by the MG against ‘bourgeois
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psychology’ require brief discussion.
The MG’s critique of psychological theorising and research is fundamental. This is
already implied by its’ clinging to Hegel’s idea of a free inner life thrust into oblivion by
present day psychology. Thus, the MG’s criticism includes all major approaches to modern
psychology, i.e. Marxist inspired Critical Theory493; as well as classical approaches, such as
Freud’s psychoanalysis,494 Skinner’s behaviourism495, modern empirical research and
neuropsychological approaches.496
In their introduction to the Psychology of the Private Individual, the MG’s team of
authors stresses that psychological theories today enjoy enormous popularity beyond the
academic circle of experts; and that apart from academia, the media frequently produce
articles, documentaries and magazines that “regard every single thing done by anyone […] as
a psychological case.”497 Accordingly, Krölls, proponent of the Gegenstandpunkt’s
psychological approach, claims that psychology has become “the modern opium of the
people.”498
This phrase stresses the idea of psychology as a
critical self-manipulation of the individual’s difficult will to achieve (self)-satisfaction
in a society that offers the vast majority of its members’ poor expectations for their
lives.499

Furthermore, Krölls asserts that psychological thinking per se would imply an affirmative
stance towards the social circumstances with which one is confronted; and the indirect
expression of indifference towards the objective reasons for a person’s particular situation,
e.g. unemployment. To take a single example, the current economic recession is assumed to
have a negative impact on mental health.500 However, the idea that many individuals
transform unemployment (or fear thereof) into a psychological problem is, according to the
MG’s concept, not self-evident. In such cases, it would be important to pose the question of
how an individual conceptualises the world he lives in and, consequently, how he transfers the
493
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status of being unemployed to himself as an individual, rather than reflecting critically upon
the objective socio-economic situation which he must cope with.
Hence, neither the individual’s psychological ability to deal with bourgeois society,
nor its economic foundations, finds itself the object of analysis and potential criticism. In
consequence, such a psychological phenomenon could only be explained inadequately by
mainstream psychologists.
The MG argues that, precisely because they pretend to be objective and apolitical,
existing psychological approaches merely aim to re-integrate ‘failed’ individuals as
functioning members of its unquestioned social conditions, rather than seek to fully reflect on
the economic nature of unemployment and the purposes of a mode of production that
constantly endangers the reproduction of individuals. By rejecting this holistic approach,
mainstream psychology would reveal itself as essentially affirmative towards the capitalist
system and thus biased in its aim to understand human behaviour.
Mainstream psychology’s denial of any “objective content and purpose to the
ambitions individuals harbour and the actions they carry out”501 is criticised by the MG,
which challenges the basic assumption of human behaviour as being conditioned by internal
and external factors.502 Identified by Krölls as a judgement without any convincing theoretical
foundation, the latter would reveal the concept of (complex) causality as the core of
mainstream psychology.503
Given modern psychological research methods, the MG’s argument is worth
considering because in its current form of appearance, ‘causality’ is identified an inevitable
premise of experimental-statistical research methods, which search for correlations between
dependent and independent variables. In line with Güßbacher, the MG argues that although
the existence of statistically significant correlations does not reflect a form of causal
dependence, but rather a specific probability of co-occurrence, the application of
mathematical laws for producing evidence is ultimately based on the abstract idea of some
sort of ‘causality’ between variables.504 Hence, the MG concludes that if there would not be
an implicit assumption of causality, conducting correlational analysis would be a redundant
process.
To highlight this argument, the following example can be considered: a prominent
hypothesis states that unemployment and the percentage of votes for right-wing parties
501
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correlate. Indeed, research has shown that a statistically significant correlation exists between
high percentages of votes for far right parties and relatively high rates of unemployment.505
What does ‘correlation’ refer to in this context? For the MG, empirical research suggests an
undefined link between both phenomena. In the case of unemployment and voting for rightwing parties, the increase of the former has an impact on the latter. The more unemployed
voters are concentrated in one constituency, the higher the chances are for parties of the
political right to gain a high percentage of votes. Yet, if one assumes such a link, the
economic phenomenon of unemployment itself must ‘cause’ the political decision of
individuals to support right-wing parties.
Unemployment, however, does not result in any specific political attitude. An
individual could also conclude that the economic system of capitalism and the interest in
capital accumulation inevitably produces a ‘relative surplus population’; so vote for socialist
parties or support conservative politicians simply to stimulate the supply side of the economy
and create new jobs through economic growth. Here, the MG argues that political attitudes are
the result of specific conclusions at which an individual arrives given their being unemployed.
If this does not result in a specific attitude, the application of mathematical laws for producing
statistical ‘evidence’ therefore constitutes an inadequate method of theory formation.
According to the MG, the concept of causality, implicit to the idea of statistically significant
correlations, does not exist.
Against the prevailing approach in empirical social research, where statistical results
are understood as fundamental and self-explanatory to the comprehension of specific
relationships, the MG contends that these results present a mere basis for describing the actual
theoretical explanation. In other words, even the occurrence of a perfect correlation would
require a theoretical foundation in order to fully understand the relationship.506 Given that
empirical research cannot provide content-related evidence, the MG draws upon its derivative
approach. Krölls asserts that this, the search for factors influencing an individual’s behaviour
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and thinking, is the relevant mistake of bourgeois psychology, because it would prevent the
development of an adequate theory.507
Here, we can seize upon the similarities between the MG’s position and Hegel’s
perspective on causality:
One seems to say the following: my will has been determined by these motives,
circumstances, stimuli and drives. This concept implies in the first instance that my
behaviour was passive. In reality, I was not only passive but considerably active in the
way that my will absorbed these motives, accepted them as motives. Here, the
relationship of causality does not exist. The circumstances do not act as a cause and my
will does not act as a result of their effect. […] Insofar as a human being refers to
circumstances, stimuli etc. as the reason of his behaviour he wishes to push this
behaviour away from himself. This however implies the belittling of his existence to
that of an unfree or natural creature […]. Circumstances and motives have only so
much power over a human being as he wishes them to have.508

Hegel identifies human behaviour as an expression of intelligence dependent only on its own
doing and concludes that it is, by implication, free. According to this, freedom of mind
commences with the intellectual occupation of the external world. In this process, the will, as
the concrete form of appearance of intelligence, is free to concentrate its interest on any given
subject.509 In line with this, the MG concludes that the existence of free will would not mean
very much: “It only means that you know what you want, are aware of your needs and wishes,
can judge them and take appropriate actions.”510
The MG asserts that mainstream psychologists, by rejecting freedom of will, must in
principle “fight every explanation of perceptions and feelings, of consciousness and speech, of
free will itself.”511 As a consequence of this, the protagonists of academic psychology would
not study a specific research object, i.e. certain behaviour; but rather, search for ‘hidden’
factors facilitating its occurrence. When limited to examining only the determinants of the
particular behaviour, the bourgeois individual’s efforts and his applied psychological
techniques to go about their business in capitalist society would be ignored:
“The dogma of the psychological outlook on the world is that the […] techniques of
self-control […] are themselves the key to knowing the real purpose of what people
do.”512
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Here, self-control refers to the phenomenon that individuals are able to remain affirmative
towards capitalist society, despite their material interests being systematically rejected. More
explicitly, the MG expresses the need to examine what kind of norms and standards an
individual must possess in order to arrive at a specific content of will (e.g. application of
force), as opposed to examining the potential determinants of the will (e.g. violent computer
games, limited social support, bullying) through empirical research. Moreover, if an
individual is restricted by social, financial and political, i.e. external factors, and is therefore
unable to apply her/his will, the implementation of what s/he wants would not be a practical
question any longer.513 According to the MG, this would result in the theoretical necessity of
analysing the nature of these barriers in detail and result.
The MG contrasts mainstream discourse on psychological phenomena with its Hegelian ideas
and throws new light on debates in which certain social behaviour is frequently interpreted as
an expression of amentia, delusion or any other mental abnormality; rather than analysed for
the specific content of will practically applied by an individual. In this respect, the MG’s
theory of abstract free will offers a critical framework for further socio-critical theorising of
psychological phenomena; and events such as the rampage of Anders Breivik in Oslo in 2011.
Breivik’s sanity proved the key question to be resolved in court, which received two
psychiatric reports, one claiming him to be insane, the other asserting the opposite. In
contrast, the Gegenstandpunkt, premising freedom of will and thus his sanity, focused on
Breivik’s moral convictions, nationalism and critique of the political status quo.514
By applying Hegel’s basic thoughts on will, consciousness and intelligence, the MG
not only insisted that thoughts are ultimately not influenced by conditions, but stressed the
idea that the necessity of human behaviour results from appropriate forms of will.515

4.4.3.

The basic principles of an abstract free will

In bourgeois society, the free will of individuals is the basic principle of law; and thus a
matter of fact.516 From this, the MG concludes that by conceding its citizens the right to act as
a legal entity, and thus as individuals with their own interests and purposes, the bourgeois
state substantially harms the free will of individuals living under its rule. The legal act of
513
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accepting these individuals’ free will, which naturally exists prior to and independent of this
acceptance is, according to the MG, implicitly identical to the subjection of this will to the
interests of the authority guaranteeing such rights. Thus, the legal acceptance of an
individual’s will is defined both as the most abstract but also most comprehensive form
through which to submit the specific content of this will to bourgeois rule. In line with Hegel,
who noted that “the positive form of command having in the last resort a prohibition as its
basis”,517 the MG argues that no sphere of bourgeois life is excluded from legal regulation
and, consequently, the state would provide the exclusive conditions in which the individual is
able to exert its free will.
Moreover, because the individual’s will is accepted, none of its particular interests
are acknowledged by the bourgeois state. The bearer of such a will is free to accept stateimposed restrictions as the quasi-natural condition for the application of his or her will.
According to the MG’s derivational analysis, the bourgeois individual accepts these legal
conditions as the starting-point for its behaviour and merely wants to do what it has to do
anyway.518 Thereafter, the will would be abstractly free, because by incorporating the legal
requirements of the bourgeois state into their formation of will, the private individual
abstracts from these restrictions and acclaims the realm of freedom. In other words, with the
theory of abstract free will, the MG introduces a genuine ‘psychology of freedom’ to the
academic and broader left discourse by stressing Hegel’s notion, and claiming that individuals
are not only passive but ‘considerably active’ in the way they absorb and interpret their living
environment.
The MG’s concept of abstract free will attempts to explain how individuals modify
their free will to reproduce the system of exploitation. The following further clarifies how
abstract free will is derived:
(1) ‘I live in a world, in which decency results in success’;
(2) However, success in a competitive society is not a matter of course: ‘Therefore I
have to act with decency, so that I might be successful’;
(3) ‘Because the identity of success and decency in most cases does not occur, I have to
accentuate my decent manners, so that other people are willing to concede success
to my ambitions’;
(4) ‘While the world does not stick to its own ideal of an identity of decency and
success, I adhere to that ideal; I will be my own identity of decency and success.’
517
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Because the MG’s theory is conceptualised within derivational tradition, which enjoyed
strong influence over German Marxist discourse during the 1970s, it is important to note that
in my analysis, I apply the structure presented by the MG. This implies that the four steps are
to be understood not as a chronological, but a logical explanation; one step is necessarily
based on the former.519
4.4.3.1.

Step 1) “Phony materialism of permissible success”: capitalism as an offer for
the materialism of bourgeois individuals

The MG rests its derivation of bourgeois individuals’ consciousness on the premise that fierce
competition among individual for the best positions in the ‘hierarchy of occupations’ is first,
restricted and second, canalised by state authorities to law and order.520 Hence, in contrast to
historical societies, in which people fought directly against each other through the means of
their physical strength and sheer cruelty in order to preserve their material well-being, the
individual’s materialism is generally acknowledged and officially authorised in bourgeois
societies.
According to the competitive, exclusive character of the capitalist system, the first
important hypothesis of the MG is that any person is dependent on “other people’s interests
and the means at their disposal.”521 The argument here is that everyone is confronted with the
necessity of working hard if they are to succeed through utilisation of their own physical or
intellectual means. However, caricatured as an expression of false consciousness, the MG
argues that the individual is always dependent upon someone else being interested in
employing them, rather than having the means of production at its own disposal.
Accordingly, in the case of someone with the opportunity to start a new occupation,
the MG argues that an individual was simply lucky enough to attract the other’s interest in
exploiting their working force. In contrast, individuals interpret this as a successful
application achieved thanks to their very personal capabilities; yet in fact, they will
necessarily have submitted themselves to the requirements set by and the interests of other
people, i.e. public institutions or companies.
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The public power, whose only reason for existence and therefore purpose is the useful
advance of competition, also makes clear to its citizens from the start what is permitted
and what is forbidden.522

The MG argues that the materialism of the people is recognised as a matter of principle “but
only within the limits of necessities imposed on them to make them useful to state and
capital.”523 For the MG, the bourgeois order is therefore not anti-materialistic in the sense that
any form of materialism is prohibited. Quite the opposite: materialism is ideologically and
practically promoted, but exclusively within the legal framework of democratic capitalism.
The MG argues that this political-economic framework is acknowledged by the private
individual as the ‘natural basis’ of its material striving. By accommodating its intellect,
character, consciousness and feelings “to the freedom to compete as specifically defined by
his particular place in society”524 the bourgeois individual would “cultivate the special
bourgeois use of the mind: he plots his success within the framework of what is permitted.”525
Thus, individuals in democratic societies are willing to prove themselves solely within
the existing politico-economic conditions which they interpret as an offer to their materialism.
Proactive participation is therefore identical to fulfilling the requirements imposed by state
authorities; and the principles of capitalism on private individuals.
This first argument distinguishes the MG’s approach from that of other theorists. To
the MG, individuals are not ‘victims’ of the ruling politico-economic order, but active
supporters of it. Consequently, the frequently emphasised theoretical-practical common
interest of Marxist intellectuals and the proletariat is overcome and replaced by intellectual
antagonism to the actual interests of the masses. The working class therefore finds itself under
fierce criticism and rejected as a point of reference. Indeed, the often communicated idea of
leftists as ideal representatives of the people is severely criticised by the MG.
As a consequence of competition, bourgeois individuals would “continually assess and praise
or condemn”526 the behaviour of other people, they are interested in comparing their
performance to that of others’. The concept of an abstract free will provides the criterion for
such individuals’ incessant comparisons: ‘standard of successful decency’ or ‘permissible
success’. MG theorists argue that bourgeois individuals apply this criterion whenever they
judge their fellow citizens, because it refers to the two major principles of bourgeois society:
522
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competition and the rule of law.
They further explain that in a social system, in which everything from education to
earning money and even private life is dependent upon and subject to competition, individuals
are educated and willing competitors. By assessing their specific position within bourgeois
society, moral individuals assure themselves of their relative success. Moreover, as the
democratic order is interpreted as the starting-point from which to compete with others for
one’s own personal benefit, the bourgeois individual has to ensure that its competitors tie their
behaviour to law and order (i.e. decency).
By integrating politico-economic circumstances ‘into its own agenda’ the bourgeois
individual transforms “the forced decision to adapt to the world as it is, to move only within
prescribed paths, as a free judgment about the world.”527 Consequently, although the
bourgeois regime obliges its citizens to acquire money in order to satisfy their needs,
individuals would re-interpret the different choices they have on how to earn money as their
individual freedom and an opportunity to appropriately apply their particular talents.
By adapting their will according to “the limits of necessities imposed on them,”528 the
modern world is interpreted as the mere means for individual purposes; indeed, the
materialism of bourgeois individuals is identified by the MG as ‘phony’ because it is not the
purpose of production in capitalism, but merely the means of capital accumulation. Moreover,
from a physical and mental perspective, this ‘phony materialism’ would be harmful to them,
but also a logical consequence of facing the world according to the practical question: “to
what extent does it suit me and my intentions?”529 As if the capitalist society were solely
arranged for the purposes of the bourgeois individuals, they refer every single aspect of life to
themselves and their interests. This theoretical indifference towards the ruling interests of the
democratic-capitalist society is determined from the MG’s materialistic viewpoint as the key
flaw in bourgeois existence.
4.4.3.2.

Step 2) Believing in ‘opportunities’: the idealism of self-control that pays off

In the first step of the analysis, the MG describes the modern individual as someone who
“considers the world to be one big offer for himself”530; consequently, “he enjoys nothing but
liberties.”531 Thus, freedom in its different facets would be understood and celebrated by those
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with a bourgeois consciousness as the highest value of democratic societies, rather than
criticised as the most abstract form of submission to the interests of state and capital.532
However, although the materialism of modern individuals is recognised in principle,
living in a capitalist society would not and cannot guarantee success on the economic,
political and private level. The MG therefore argues that free submission to the legal an, as a
practical consequence of that, the moral agenda of a democratic state coincides with different
problems faced by the individual in the process of trying to obtain personal advantages within
the ruling politico-economic system.533
The MG enunciates that, in contrast to the scenario outlined in step one above, in step
two, a “sum of good and bad opportunities”534 becomes the rule. Opportunities are, by
definition, uncertain occurrences, and because of that social reality is constantly monitored for
such chances. This, however, rather puts into perspective the original idea that bourgeois
society is full of means for an individual’s ends to be fulfilled.
Moreover, the MG uses the phrase ‘opportunities’ to highlight the individual’s positive
attitude towards capitalist society, cultivated as a matter of principle. Their approach therefore
remains entirely affirmative at the underlying level; the MG stresses that “the moral
individual wants to prove himself in bourgeois society,”535 despite experiencing the
divergence between success and decency.
According to these lines of thought, although still generally affirmative, the
relationship of the bourgeois individual to his social environment alternates. As all people
have positive as well as negative experiences when competing for rewarding positions in the
hierarchy of jobs and success in private life, the attitude towards the ruling system is
constantly changing. However, according to the MG, the bourgeois individual never
challenges competition per se, but merely engages in considerable and incessant criticism of
his position in this competition.
In accordance with Marx, who claimed that moral individuals are ‘idealists of the
state’ believing in the beneficial nature of state power, the MG argues that these idealistic
individuals think of themselves as entitled to reflect critically on daily and world affairs.536
The bourgeois individual varyingly applies the standpoint of success and decency to his own
532
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behaviour and that of others, depending on the progress of his own strive for success and
acknowledgement.537 Too often, the success of people seems to be accompanied by a lack of
decency. On the other hand, decency “is seen to be the reason for many a setback, especially
for oneself.”538 Even though both sometimes go hand in hand, or both are violated, the criteria
for the judgement of other individuals remain the same. By applying these two criteria to his
social environment, the bourgeois individual becomes acquainted with ‘cold-blooded
careerists’, ‘lovely losers’, ‘enviable winners’, ‘failing idiots’ and everything in between.
Consequently, feelings alter somewhere between having deep respect for a person and
despising their mere existence. Hence, the bourgeois individual’s consciousness “judges by a
double standard”.539 This presents an interesting thought, as it may offer a materialist
explanation of phenomena such as the interest in tabloid press or the ongoing success of
televised casting shows, in which the audience is free to form an opinion on the myriad of
‘failing idiots’ and ‘enviable winners’ on the basis of the shared will of candidates and the
audience to compete.
At this stage of the MG’s derivation of bourgeois consciousness, the individual has
transformed all objective economic and political restrictions, to the point of subjectifying
them.540 Accordingly, by believing in the opportunities that life offers them, individuals are
convinced, at least to a certain extent, that they are in control of the restrictions they face, so
hope to be able to overcome them in practice.
The MG reasons that successful businessmen, sportsmen, artists or academics seem to
the moral individual as the practical proof of this assumption. It therefore appears to
bourgeois individuals that some people would have the required individual skills in
‘exploiting the chances’ that arise in the course of their educational and/or professional career.
By reflecting merely on individual skills, any reference to the politico-economic principle of
competition becomes dispensable. As a practical consequence of this, calculating behaviour,
i.e. adequate employment of intellect and morality is, according to the MG, fundamental to
being an ‘obedient materialist’. The bourgeois materialist aims to be successful in competition
against individuals with similar ambitions.
In summary, the MG depicts bourgeois individuals as being critical towards life in
democracy and capitalism, but remaining affirmative regarding bourgeois rule as a matter of
principle. More specifically, bourgeois individuals criticise occasions where decency and
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success diverge. With this occurring frequently, the individual holds on to its decent
approach, in the conviction that it will materialise in success. For the MG, this enables them
to preserve their “standpoint of self-control that pays off”541, so the idea of an identity of
success and decency is, in principle, retained.
4.4.3.3.

Step 3) Hypocrisy and complaining about the world: the falling apart of
submission and success

The MG asserts that self-control does not materially pay off for the majority of bourgeois
individuals. Here, the term self-control refers to the supposed fact that the individual retains
the idea that success and decency complement one another, even though this ideal is not
always supported in reality. The moral self holds on to those personal interests rejected by
society through the continued attempt to have its claims honoured.542
As the identity of decency and success would too often remain an illusion, moral
individuals constantly refer to the principles of their political and economic circumstances,
e.g. justice, common welfare and solidarity. Although these principles do not guarantee the
success of an individual’s life programme, the MG theorises that the moral individual “stages
every purpose and every act as a right of his subjective will, continually pleads and swears
that his deeds conform to the standards he acknowledges.”543 In other words, the individual
expresses its wishes hypocritically, in order to claim what s/he deserves, rather than
articulating their interests more truthfully.
To exemplify this abstract line of thought, we might take a look at how a trade union,
in this case, Germany’s association of workers of the heavy duty industry, IG Metall, makes
the case for its members’ material goals:
The IG Metall wants to improve the demand for goods and services in Germany with a
high increase of its members’ wages. Such demand is missing. The IG Metall wants to
contribute to further economic growth and to avoid any further job cuts. Workers of the
heavy duty industry commit themselves to goals that are beneficial for all of us. […]
The IG Metall is interested in more [than money], more justice in our society, more
growth for the creation of more jobs […].544

The union brings forward its demands in a way that, at least in principle, allows for other
social actors to consent. Rather than insisting exclusively on wage increases in order to
improve living conditions, the argument put forward considers interests that are generally
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accepted in capitalist societies because the union’s representatives are aware that the
insistence on personal interests being met would be improper, considering the particularity of
these.545 For this reason, according to the MG’s theory, IG Metall refers to ‘demand’,
‘growth’, ‘jobs’, and ‘justice’, all of which are generally accepted requirements of the
improvement of the capitalist commonwealth (the first three) or an unquestioned value of
democracy (the latter).
The transformation of rejected interests into rightful claims, however, in no way guarantees
the practical acknowledgement of them. As a result, bourgeois individuals often perceive the
world as an accumulation of injustices. Social reality seems not to follow its own norms and
values. According to the MG’s analysis, this non-identity of an individual’s idealistic
worldview and the social reality he has to face, does not translate into critical reflection of the
norms and values of his society; instead, the individual simply maintains their claims: “The
world wants to be deceived.”546
In other words, the individual believes that others are depriving him of the realisation
of these claims. Again, a critique of capitalist society is missing here; rather, the individual
feels the need to achieve this realisation by violating the norms and values it theoretically
supports (e.g. illicit work, tax evasion or utilising the workplace for private purposes), in
order to materialise his claims. The MG asserts that the moral self is aware that the practical
violation of standards it acknowledges is, more or less often, necessary to get on with one’s
social, economic and political existence.547
What at first appears as a paradox can be explained within the MG’s theoretical
framework as an individual’s ‘pathetic ruse’ that would constitute the habit of hypocrisy: the
bourgeois individual disobeys ethical standards, and simultaneously identifies its actions as
the realisation of his subjectively held higher rights, norms, and values, thereby restoring their
validity. An individual, who engages, for example, in tax evasion, acts neither in opposition to
capitalist society or the idea of common welfare, but is merely claiming the ‘fair share’ of his
economic input and efforts. For the MG, hypocrisy of this kind is an omnipresent
phenomenon; and nothing but the ‘moral materialism’ of bourgeois individuals compensating,
even if inadequately, for their hindered materialism.
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The individual justifies this hypocrisy to himself by asserting that he was forced to
disobey ethical standards; yet the question remains: how does s/he ensure the credibility of
this position? The MG argues that the moral individual permanently demonstrates his
particular good conduct, setting the same expectations for others.548 In this way, he acts as the
keeper of ethical standards. According to the group, an institutionalisation of calculated and
habitually friendly behaviour takes place as a result of this expectation of meeting the
standards generally acknowledged. The practical manifestation of this decency is ‘politeness’.
In line with the idea that decency does not guarantee success, good manners prove not
to be sufficient for material, personal and political success. Yet moral selves have a vital
interest in expecting and engaging in decent behaviour, i.e. politeness, as a matter of principle.
This at first seems paradoxical; however, the MG resolves this by emphasising that morality
and self-control as a ritualised habit are the conditio sine qua non for any success and
constitute the most abstract form of expressing one’s compliance with the standards of
capitalist society.
4.4.3.4.

Step 4) Righteousness: the ‘second nature’ of bourgeois individuals

As per the MG’s analysis, the moral self behaves in accordance with the accepted standards of
decency; and as a result, claims a right to its own welfare. However, this persistent approach
does not equate to economic private and political success, because hypocrisy and good
conduct would themselves lead to the desired realisation of one’s interest.549 However, for
bourgeois individuals, those with success prove that the identity of ideal and reality is still
possible. In combination with luck, decency and the proper personality would actually result
in the satisfaction of an individual’s material interests.550
Accordingly, the bourgeois individual deals with the vicissitudes of life in capitalism
in a biased way. Rather than objectively analysing the reasons for its inadequately fulfilled
materialism and personal success, it believes in its own hypocrisy and generally
acknowledged ideals. Each deviation from this idealistic and moralist worldview, which
assumes that the capitalist order serves the interests of individuals, is the beginning of
complaining about the world and its ‘injustices’ and ‘moral misconduct’. This occurs on the
basis of the conviction that the capitalist society is in principle the adequate means for the
fulfilment of an individual’s materialism, as outlined in step one. Consequently, “the bad
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opinion about [immoral] humans is the positive opinion about state and capitalism”551, so
bourgeois individuals retain their moral stance on the course of life and their affirmative
attitude towards capitalism. Röhrig, theorist of the Gegenstandpunkt, further highlights the
consequences of this agitation for morally adequate behaviour:
If a moralist is forced to agitate continuously for the ‘good’, the ‘good’ is obviously not
immanent to those interests people follow in our modern society. […] This must be a
society, in which the interests that people follow result in antagonisms among them.
Morality does not aim to eliminate such antagonisms, but wants to restrict them to the
‘correct level’. […] A moralist is indifferent to the content of interests that lead to
552
socio-economic antagonisms.

For the MG, morality is thus an adequate complement to the competitiveness of capitalist
societies and refers to the difficulties of individuals in satisfying their material needs. It is
identified as the bracket that holds together a society with conflicting interests. Through this
concept, the MG develops a radical counter-draft to the prevalent idea among Marxists to
connect with the people’s values: frequently understood to be the actual ‘soul of socialism’.553
Thanks to the understanding that moral values have their origin in the specific capitalist
communisation, the MG concludes that they have to be the object of criticism; and by
definition, cannot provide the decisive leverage for politico-economic change.
Finally, bourgeois individuals continually demonstrate their free decision to participate in
capitalism and democracy. Therefore, their accommodation in state and capital is
accompanied by the clear conscience of individuals. Bourgeois individuals can, however, only
maintain this clear conscience
“by continually struggling against the bad conscience they get when comparing the
requirements of bourgeois life, its criteria for success, with their ‘failure’ to meet
them.”554

For the MG, the constantly alternating feelings of good and bad conscience prove that
individuals living in capitalism have eventually begun to reflect on themselves; and
consequently, to cultivate a way of dealing psychologically with their positive and negative
daily experiences. This means that bourgeois individuals psychologise all vicissitudes of life;
yet how do they maintain a positive attitude towards themselves despite the ongoing
551
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curtailment or, at least, the endangerment of their interests?
Proponents of the idea of successful decency would conceptualise themselves as
excellent personalities, entitled to confront the rest of the world with their moral attitude.555
The MG considers it a simple task for bourgeois individuals to let others look like fools
against their individually set moral standards. It further claims that ‘skilled’ moralists (and
every bourgeois individual is identified as such), face the world as judges; and through this,
are able to maintain their ideal identity of decency and success. In other words, even though
the majority of people are excluded at least partially from the material wealth of capitalist
society, or does not enjoy success in private life, moral individuals rarely abandon what the
MG terms the “ideal of themselves.”556 This is the final transition in the MG’s abstract
derivation of the bourgeois psyche.
This idealism of the self, construed by the individual, rarely coincides with reality.557
Yet the individual separates their actual achievements from their abilities; and is thus not
mentally hurt by failure, but holds on to the belief that it is, in principle at least, capable of
more. This is thanks to self-confidence, which is therefore not derived in the MG’s theory as
an important precondition for success and self-identity, but as a product of conformity with
the principles of bourgeois society. The ideal of developing appropriate ‘ego-strength’ is thus
the need to develop the ability of distinguishing between one’s own feeling of self-worth and
experiences of bourgeois life. According to the MG’s analysis, separating the results of
competition from the image of oneself is the quintessence of self-confidence and, therefore, a
genuine aspect of bourgeois consciousness.558
This bourgeois individual is assumed to be the instrument for realising the identity of
success and decency. Inevitable doubts about his ability to converge these two aspects emerge
in every individual, according to the MG. This leads to the psychologisation of all experiences
in capitalism; a process that involves the formation of appropriate ‘techniques’, e.g. morality
and self-confidence not to lose faith in oneself and, in reverse, diminishes the receptiveness of
bourgeois individuals towards materialist criticism.

4.4.4.

Discussion

In light of Marx’s vaguely formulated remarks on the consciousness of individuals in
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capitalism, and the misunderstandings resulting from his idea that being determines
consciousness, Marxist theory formation progressed to consider psychological theories, in
order to better understand the relationship of the ‘revolutionary subject’ to bourgeois society
at the end of the 1920s. Although intellectuals affiliated with the Frankfurt School were not
the first to elaborate on this issue, the miscellaneous Studies on Authority and Family which
they published in 1936 became a standard reference of the West German student movement.
Adorno’s theory of the authoritarian personality, a theoretical offspring of the
Frankfurt School’s earlier studies, was another concept which influenced the intellectual
debates during those years.559
In addition to Studies on Authority and Family, the later work of Adorno and, in
particular, Marcuse had a significant impact. Marcuse’s One-dimensional Man became a
manifesto of the student movement. Although he legitimised opposition to advanced
industrialised societies, Marcuse further developed the deterministic basic concept which the
Frankfurt School relied upon. His main hypothesis was unambiguous: in late industrial
capitalism, human beings would be made and kept stupid. Socially predefined culture aims to
limit their thinking and intellect and thereby creates one-dimensional beings, whose thinking
is reproduced without contradictions through the norms of capitalist cultural industry.
In Adorno’s work, from which Marcuse drew heavily, the supremacy of society over
the individual appeared to be without limits. Marcuse, however, became popular because he
believed in the potential liberation of the masses through repression of their heteronomous
needs.
Marcuse’s criticism of the cultural industry was criticised in the MG’s framework. The
alleged manipulation implied by Marcuse in this industry finds itself deconstructed as a
chimera. Although the MG does not deny the specific bourgeois quality of culture and media,
it rejects Marcuse’s idea that this would result in one-dimensional individuals. As Marcuse
himself was able to break from the influence of late capitalist culture to formulate his theory,
it is obvious, from the MG’s perspective, that the idea of a manipulative character of this
culture is flawed.
Here, capitalist culture supplies a need, originating from the specific bourgeois
requirement to deal with life in capitalism. Unlike Marcuse, the MG did not centre its hopes
for the emergence of a revolutionary movement on fringe groups. Instead, as far as it was
concerned, its continuous efforts of persuasion would be the basis of the political overthrow
of bourgeois society because the mere experience of exploitation and material hardship does
559
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not result in a specific stance towards the principles of capitalism.
Even today, Marxists preserve the Frankfurt School’s deterministic outlook on an
individual’s behaviour. In a recently published paper, Piekkola, for example, asserts, in
continuation of Marcuse’s idea, that cultural and socio-economic forces dominate biological
factors in directing human action; and thus negates the autonomy of the human will.560
Behavioural determinism remains the dominant premise of critical and mainstream
socio-psychological research. The MG’s approach is not based on absolute arbitrariness
regarding the content of the will, but aims at producing a holistic theory of human
consciousness, which actively and willingly deals with given socio-economic circumstances.
Therefore, the MG’s Psychology of the Private Individual: Critique of Bourgeois
Consciousness not only has a strong political dimension, but is an attempt to criticise
psychology as an academic discipline as outlined in section 4.4.2.
Through recourse to the most prominent proponent of German idealism, the MG’s
theory formation took a path, which broke with many conceptual traditions associated with
Marxist thought. In particular, its adoption of Hegel’s ideas on consciousness and intelligence,
based on the concept of freedom of will, separated the group from all traditional Marxist
approaches to social psychology.
This naturally led critics to challenge the actual Marxist substance of the Marxistische
Gruppe.561 The MG was attacked on two grounds: one faction criticised the group’s vehement
rejection of the Frankfurt School’s psychoanalytical approach and its idea of the dominant
impact of late capitalist culture on the formation of an individual’s will.562 Others criticised its
autonomous philosophy and deviation from Marx’s original idea, which emphasised the
decisive impact of being on an individual’s consciousness.563
On the basis of its adoption of the concept of free will, the MG was able to offer a new
perspective on the meaning of ‘being determines consciousness’. Against Marx’s ambiguities,
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the MG stresses the autonomy of individuals in accommodating with the principles of
capitalism for the chance for a life in material abundance. However, no matter how much an
individual theoretically dissociates itself from the capitalist system, the socio-economic being
nevertheless ‘determines’ the consciousness of all individuals; in the sense that, from a
practical perspective, everyone is forced to develop an interest in dealing with the principles
of the capitalist economy and generate income. ‘False consciousness’ is understood to be as
practically necessary as it is theoretically unnecessary.
How the individual, who affirms the capitalist exchange process as an appropriate
means for their materialism, develops a specific habitus and mindset or ‘character mask’, is
the subject of the MG’s derivation. While the acceptance of competition in capitalism forms
the logical starting-point in the group’s study, the righteousness of self-confident individuals
who psychologically deal with the outcome of their efforts in capitalism is the endpoint. Here,
the idea that success coincides with the acceptance of generally acknowledged standards has
given way to the psychological handling of its divergence.
By disabusing Hegel’s legacy from his apologetic implications, the MG aimed to set
the theoretical foundations for its project of an amoral critique of bourgeois individuals’
loyalty towards state and capital. Thus, the group distanced itself from the idea, advocated by
leading representatives of Frankfurt, such as Adorno and Horkheimer, that capitalism would
obstruct the validity of moral behaviour.564 In contrast, the MG derives the righteousness and
morality of the bourgeois self from the specific interests followed in capitalism and the rule of
law, which recognises the materialism of individuals.
Since the content of such interests would explain the omnipresence of morality in
capitalism, the MG opposed the idea of restoring the validity of moral behaviour in a postcapitalist society. Moreover, this opposition and the freedom conceded by the MG to the
behaviour of individuals resulted in the ruthless criticism of those affirmatively participating
in capitalism and willingly interpreting competition as a suitable means for pursuing their
materialist interests. As a result, any practical and ideal support for the working class was
rejected by the MG, which identified this class not as passive victims of capitalism, but
proactive proponents of state and capital. The political line of conflict between the capitalist
class and proletariat, whose interests Marxist would ideally represent, was thus shifted; and
drawn between bourgeois society as a whole, and the Marxist activists of the MG, in
particular.
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In summary, the theory of abstract free will formed a key element of the MG’s body of
thought, and defined the group’s approach to the object of its agitation. According to the
MG’s theory, the content of the will of bourgeois individuals is not arbitrary, but deals with
material relationships in capitalism; and thus, how consciousness is ‘determined’ by its
material being. For this reason, the will is conceptualised as ‘abstract free’.
Although the MG’s derivational approach is unusual; and the concept of the free will,
especially in light of latest neuroscience research, highly controversial and apparently
idealistic, its psychological studies aim to transcend the scientification of coincidence,
manifest in the idealisation of empirical research; and thus contribute to a holistic theory of
consciousness in capitalism. However, from a methodological point of view, the theory of
abstract free will can only be interpreted as a first step towards amalgamating the atomistic
discoveries of experiments with the derivational ‘notion’ of specific psychological
phenomena, something that is missing in the MG’s work. This synthesis could ultimately
merge the laboratory-based experimental psychology with the laboratory-free phenomenology
of intelligence, in order to develop an objective, holistic science of psychology.565
4.4.4.1.

The importance of the theory of abstract free will in light of historical
developments

In consequence of its theory of an autonomous will, the MG did not perceive itself as in line
with the prevailing leftist zeitgeist after the student movement; nor did the group possess any
unrealistic hopes regarding the prospect of overthrowing capitalism. Accordingly, the MG’s
theory can also be read as an explanation of why the developed societies of the First World
have been so stable in their support of capitalism and the chances for revolution were so
small. As Decker puts it, the morality of individuals has been the ‘toughest nut to crack’ for
the past 40 years.566 Considering the MG’s theory, the discrepancy between Marxist theorists
and bourgeois society in general, and the alleged revolutionary subject in particular, is even
more extreme than identified in theories emphasising manipulation or bribery, taken on,
among others, by Marcuse.
As ideational people’s representatives and proponents of the common good, the New
Left, especially those organised within a revolutionary party, had a positive stance towards the
‘masses’. A significant part of the New Left was thereby attracted by the new social
movements which began to emerge in the mid-1970s. These allowed those activists
565
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disappointed in their failure to have a significant political impact to reconnect their hopes for
political change through the emerging enormous protests against the construction of nuclear
power plants, ecological destruction and NATO military build-up.567
Even though, during their early stages, many activists merely took a tactical decision
to participate in these democratic movements, numerous members of K-Gruppen joined socalled alternative or ‘coloured’ lists (Alternative or Bunte Listen), the politico-theoretical
analyses and ideas developed during the West German student movement and radicalised in
the 1970s offered the decisive link with which to reconnect with democratic capitalism.
The unsuccessful agitation of the ‘revolutionary subject’, in whose name the KGruppen were active and legitimised their political programme, was now interpreted as an
argument against their political, economic and social criticism, formulated in the wake of the
student movement. As a consequence of its practical inability to have an impact on West
German society, Marxism in its various forms of appearance became the object of severe
criticism. The general ‘crisis of Marxism’ was the practical manifestation of this. Dissociated
from its social efficacy, Marxism was not understood to have an explanatory quality of its
own. By willingly maintaining the capitalist system, the ‘masses’ practically disproved the
validity of Marxist theory formation.568 As a result, the majority of radical leftists either
joined forces with ‘progressive elements’ embodied by the new green-left-alternative
movement or entirely withdrew from the political arena.
In particular, the Maoist K-Gruppen fell victim to this development. By criticising the
idea of Marxists as both ideal representatives of the people and advocates of the common
good, the MG intellectually distanced itself from an idealistic approach and manipulation
theory, which had formed a key element of the West German student movement. Their ideas
did not imply any theoretical transition through which they could connect with the new social
movements; or the emerging Green Party, which absorbed a considerable part of the New
Left.
The concept of abstract free will, implying the idea that the ‘masses’, venerated by the
West German radical left after the student movement, are in fact an active part of the capitalist
and its political system, formed the basis of the MG’s development in the 1980s. Instead of
bewailing the ‘loss’ of the emancipatory subject, the MG answered these developments with
its Psychology of the Private Individual, a critique and theory of the subject affirming
competition in democratic capitalism.
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5.

The)Marxistische+Gruppe’s)theory)of)state:)freedom,)
equality,)competition)and)the)abstract)free)will)in)a)form)
independent)from)its)bearers)

5.1.

Introduction

The New Left’s re-appropriation of Marx during the 1960s drew new attention to the
development of a consistent Marxist theory of state. Karl Marx, even though he planned to do
so, never formulated an elaborated theory of the bourgeois state by himself. In spite of this,
Marx commented incisively, for example, in his Critique of Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’,
but unsystematically in his extensive work on the issue of the modern state’s raison d’être.
This theoretical vacuum has been filled with different approaches aimed at
interpreting and further developing Marx’s reflections.569 Research on the capitalist state can
be divided into two main strands; both consist of a plethora of diverging approaches deployed
in order to justify different political strategies. In particular, in its state socialist form of
appearance, Marxist-Leninist theory formation has been used to legitimise existing power
relations. After the Russian October Revolution, the Marxist-Leninist school of thought was
therefore directly influenced by the interests of the newly established ruling elite. Against this
politico-ideological instrumentalisation, the second relevant strand, ‘Western Marxism’, was
able to sustain its independence and thus significantly contribute to furthering a critical theory
formation. Moreover, the Marxist reception of the latter was more varied and the developed
concepts more productive for further theorising.570
Western discourse was dominated by the work of three theorists: Gramsci, Althusser
and Poulantzas. In West Germany, however, an exclusive debate occurred on the constitution
of the bourgeois state, i.e. the modern political form of the capitalist society. At the most
general level of abstraction, the Staatsableitungsdebatte occupied left-wing academics and
intellectuals throughout the 1970s. This debate, which Kostede attributed to political interest
in understanding the state’s role at times of economic depression, set against the backdrop of
the student movement’s demise, was initiated by Müller and Neusüß in 1970 by way of their
paper, The Illusion of the Social State and the Antinomies of Wage Labour and Capital.571
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The importance which New Left intellectuals attached to the capitalist state as a ‘theoretical
problem’ resulted from the student movement’s diverging political aspirations and many
unresolved theoretical issues, such as debates on revolution vs. reformism, and the question of
organisation. Above all, the proposed ‘march through the institutions’ demanded further
clarification of the state’s essence and the chances of transforming the system from within.
In addition, the first social democratic-led government of the post-war era took over
the affairs of state, and Willy Brandt was inaugurated as Chancellor in 1969. This political
development urged the resumption of existing theories about the state. The problem with
these was that they ‘fetishised’ different forms of capitalist social relations, e.g. ‘law’,
‘citizenship’ and ‘social state’, by detaching them from one another and treating them as
though they were distinct and independent social relations. Both social democratic theories,
and even the more radical analyses of the Frankfurt School, shared this theoretical deficit and
ignored the key characteristic that these social relations are only comprehensible in terms of
their inter-relationship.572
For all Marxists theorising upon the nature of the capitalist state, two central research
questions arose: first, if the production and appropriation of surplus value premises the
existence of free labour and efficacy of unrestricted market and exchange relations, which
requires the autonomy of coercive power from all class interests, how can the bourgeois state
nonetheless function as a class state? Second, why does the state serve the interests of the
capitalist class?
A central difference between the bourgeois form of rule and its historical predecessors
lies in the formal separation of political and economic power. This detachment of the political
entity from the economy, and thus of the state from civil society, is the fundamental
characteristic of bourgeois rule. The economically ruling class does not possess the direct
means to control the state and its political class, yet still capitalise on its rule. Understanding
this dialectical relationship between the state’s ‘relative autonomy’ and its functionality for
the purpose of capital accumulation was the goal of the Staatsableitungsdebatte.573
The dispute among radical leftists on whether a reformist or revolutionary stance
towards the politico-economic system was adequate in overcoming social evils was linked to
the respective theory of state. Here, the formulation of practical-political goals and strategies
are the direct efflux of theoretical considerations. As Rosa Luxemburg argued:

marxistische Diskussion über den bürgerlichen Staat. Einführung – Kritik – Resultate’, in Gesellschaft. Beiträge
zur Marxschen Theorie 8/9 (Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1976), pp. 150–198.
572
See Simon Clarke, State Debate (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1991), p. 9.
573
See Barrow, Critical Theories of the State, pp. 77-78.

Chapter 5

The MG’s theory of state

173

That is why people who pronounce themselves in favour of the method of legislative
reform in place of and in contradistinction to the conquest of political power and social
revolution, do not really choose a more tranquil, calmer and slower road to the same
goal, but a different goal. Instead of taking a stand for the establishment of a new
society they take a stand for surface modification of the old society.574

The historical development of the West German radical left reinforces this assertion.
Intellectuals critical of the capitalist system, who therefore challenged the ideas implicit in
reformism, were eager to further confirm their rejection of the bourgeois system; in so doing,
New Left academics revisited a topic first systematically addressed in the work of
Pashukanis.575 Although the West German approach was not able to carve out a dominant
position among critical explanations of the capitalist state, Werner points to the insights
provided by this school of thought into the relationship of state and economy as transcending
the scope of more recently developed approaches, such as the ‘varieties of capitalism’ and
neo-institutional theories.576 This emphasises the topicality of the post-1968 state debate.

5.2.

On the Marxistische Gruppe’s theory of state and the concept
of the abstract free will as the essential precondition for the
existence of the democratic state

Hitherto widely neglected in academia, partly due to its late publication in 1979 at the end of
the state debate, as well as to its political function as an instrument of agitation and training,
the MG’s theory of state was influenced by Hegel’s work and Marx’s critique of it. Its
implicit reference to Hegel distinguished the MG’s group of authors from other academics
who sought to find answers to the materialist research question formulated by Pashukanis,
namely, to understand why the dominance of a class does not assume the form of official state
authority.
The subject matter of the MG’s analysis is the bourgeois (i.e. modern democraticcapitalist) state. Even though various historical cross references are made in their respective
publication, it was not the group’s aim to develop a theory of the state, but to explain the
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modern political form of the capitalist state. The analysis is profoundly abstract, and lacks
references to specific historical developments.577
Yet the group’s theory was the only attempt of a revolutionary organisation in West
Germany to develop a systematic theory of the state, which only serves to underline the MG
as a unique occurrence on the New Left. Furthermore, a discussion of the MG’s theory of
state, which is also an implicit critique of other approaches, provides a relevant contribution
to any understanding of the New Left’s history after the student movement.

5.2.1.

Abstract free will in a form independent from its bearer: Marx, his
critique of Hegel’s philosophy of right and the Marxistische Gruppe

Hegel was the first theorist to develop an adequate understanding of state and society in the
modern world. As demonstrated by Reichelt, neither Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau nor Kant was
able to grasp the specific modern difference between state and society. All maintained an
Aristotelian approach to the theory of state, i.e. the idea of polis, in which the terms state and
society are used synonymously.578 Marx acknowledges Hegel’s achievement in Philosophy of
Right, which he believed had outlined the essence of the modern state, but criticises its
‘inversion’ by describing the state as a subject and, therefore, the actual subjects as mere
accoutrements to the state’s existence.
For Marx, “the political constitution [is] the religion of popular life”579, and features
the same characteristics as deity does in religious consciousness. A political state would thus
be an inverted form of reality in the sense that state does not make man, but that man actually
makes the state. Hegel’s concept of a subjectification of the bourgeois society is therefore
criticised by Marx:
Hegel proceeds from the state and makes man into the subjectified state; democracy
starts with man and makes the state objectified man. Just as it is not religion that
creates man but man who creates religion, so it is not the constitution that creates the
people but the people which creates the constitution.580

Further:
Hegel makes the predicates, the object independent, but independent as separated from
their real independence, their subject. Subsequently, and because of this, the real
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subject appears to be the result; whereas one has to start from the real subject and
examine its objectification. […] sovereignty is nothing but the objectified mind of the
subjects of the state.581

For Marx, individuals represent the starting point for an analysis of the state; objectifications
resulting from their consciousness have to be deciphered as their very own predicates. Here,
the MG links its concept of abstract free will to Marx’s critique of Hegel’s analysis and his
comment in German Ideology in which he stresses the importance of the state to regulate the
intercourse of individuals.582 For the MG, the state appears to be “the abstract free will of its
citizens that has taken on a form independent of them.”583 As individuals would be willing
competitors and therefore have an interest in supplementing their negative relationship to each
other, it is a consequence of their economic interests in capitalism to “jointly submit to a
power that curtails their private interests.”584
The issue addressed by Pashukanis, as to why the apparatus of state coercion is not
created as a private apparatus of the ruling class, but an impersonal apparatus of public power
distinct from society, is explained by the MG, which takes into account the conflicting
interests of individuals, competing with their respective sources of income against each
other.585 On this basis, the general interest in an independent coercive power would emerge in
all classes and social strata. The critical inversion of Hegel’s idea of a subjectification of the
state by its citizens is further explained thus:
By treating citizens equally the state guarantees their freedom, which consists in
nothing but the not-so-kind permission to try to get hold of some part of the wealth of
society with whatever economic resources they may or may not have, while respecting
all the other citizens who are doing the same thing at their expense, against them. It is
for the sake of this freedom that they need the state, since without it they could not
make use of their resources at all. From their practical point of view, state power is the
condition for free competition. They thus want to be recognized as citizens of a state
because their economic interests force them to.586

According to the MG’s study, the political power of the capitalist society, the modern
democratic state, allows its citizens the right to pursue their ‘conflicting particular interests’,
by obliging them to respect private property. The decisive means to achieve this are the
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legally guaranteed interests of freedom and equality. Thus, the universally granted right to
live a life in freedom and equality is identified here as the ‘objectified’ interest in maintaining
the capitalist mode of production and competition. However, their own societal existence
confronts competing individuals in a way that makes it difficult to unmask its true nature.
The implication here is that distinct ‘political’ categories, such as law, rights and
constitutions, have to be seen as fetishised forms of the social relationships of capitalist
production. Moreover, only on the basis of an analysis of these as a whole can the political
categories be understood. This ‘fetish character’ of the bourgeois state to which the MG
implicitly refers was a key facet of the West German Staatsableitungsdebatte.587 In the MG’s
context, this character becomes evident in its interpretations of ‘freedom’ and ‘equality’,
identified in the group’s framework as ‘objectified’ interests essential for the implementation
and maintenance of the capitalist mode of production. The next chapter will return to this idea
in more detail.
According to the MG, the continual implementation, maintenance and promotion of
economic competition on the basis of freedom and equality is the purpose of the democratic
state. In order to enhance the productive conditions of ‘its’ economy, the modern state acts as
an ‘ideal practical capitalist’ whose interests are not identical to those of any specific class
interest and therefore functions to the benefit of those in command of the means of
production, or who are otherwise financially well off. Given this, the MG concludes that the
democratic state would function ‘forcefully as an instrument’, but only for individuals able to
successfully withstand competition.588
Although often criticised as ‘functionalist’, the MG goes beyond other theories
discussed in the context of the Staatsableitungsdebatte ― which ground to a halt due to the
general crisis of Marxism ― by stressing the importance of free will. The group argues that
the democratic state differs from earlier forms of political rule by being dependent on the
political will of its citizens in the absence of any direct use of force forcing the maintenance
of, for example, absolute rule. From this, the MG draws the conclusion that the democratic
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state’s ‘logical’ point of origin has to be the will of individuals to form and maintain this
political entity.589
The main objection to the systematic derivation of the state from ‘conflicting
particular interests’ is that this approach presupposes the derivation it is supposed to achieve.
In other words, the existence of an autonomous capitalist sphere is automatically assumed.590
However, it might be argued that from a historical perspective, and the explicit aim of the
West German state debate was to synthesise the ‘logical’ with historical analysis, the
capitalist mode of production occurred before the comprehensive implementation of
democratic forms of rule. Given this, the modern democratic state presupposes the unfolding
of the capitalist forces of production.
Thus, in their endeavour to derive the general form of the democratic state and its
principal functions from the surface of capitalism, the MG decided to use a different
conceptual starting point than other prominent authors, such as Altvater, Hirsch or Blanke,
Jürgens and Kastendiek. The group did not attempt to derive the state from the dual nature of
commodities as use-values and exchange-values, the tensions between ‘capital in general’ and
‘particular capitals’ or the general relationship between capital and labour.591 It also avoided
any explicit references to the historical development of the modern democratic state.
The MG’s derivation of the bourgeois state from abstract free will was the subject of
fierce criticism. Martin Schraven, who was affiliated with the DKP and later professor of
philosophy, questioned the MG’s approach with reference to Marx, who asserted that the
relationships of production provide the real basis for the political superstructure. He also finds
fault in the MG’s idea of taking the content of the individuals’ ‘false consciousness’, their
subjective reality, as the point of origin for the understanding of the bourgeois state’s
objective reality.592
A similar objection was raised by Pfreundschuh, who was active in the Red Cells
movement in Munich in the early 1970s and criticised the idea of an ‘ideal commonality’
between private property owners and the working class. Both Schraven and Pfreundschuh
thus challenge the distinctive feature of the democratic state, a form of government that
demands the active support of its citizens. They revert back to Marx’s original writing,
neglecting the intermediary function of human consciousness that eventually explains the
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actual transformation of the economic basis into the particular political superstructure.593
Auerbach, on the other hand, criticises the MG for ignoring the will of individuals
presupposing any change on the political level; a criticism that seems odd considering the
importance the MG attached to an individual’s will.594
A more elaborate critique was formulated by Reichelt, economics professor in
Frankfurt. He holds that the concept of general interest
serves, in a construction developed purely on the level of affirmation, to anchor the
class character of every state function in the dimension of the worker who
misconceives himself as bourgeois.595

Indeed, the concept of general interest impedes an adequate understanding of historical
processes, and thus the discussion of definite measures (e.g. social policy) as the outcome of
strategic considerations among different social actors, such measures must eventually be
attributed to the general interest of proletarians in maintaining private property.
Any definitive measures not aimed at overthrowing the bourgeois state, have been
criticised by the RZ/AK, MG and Gegenstandpunkt over the past four decades. The fetish
character of the state is identified as total. Thus, for the MG, every critique must come to the
conclusion that the failure of the worker to understand himself as a bourgeois, and the state as
an adequate means for the fulfilment of his material interests, constitutes a cardinal error. The
scope for any political agenda within bourgeois society, from which even the revolutionary
project of the MG is forced to originate, is therefore extremely narrowed, if not altogether
lost.
In the MG’s theory, state power is interpreted as a two-fold phenomenon, which acts
forcefully in its purpose to maintain competition, while citizens simultaneously and willingly
submit themselves to the politico-economic coercion decreed by the state. Yet in his critique
of this, Brodbeck over-emphasises the first, only to criticise the MG for neglecting the
relevance of the latter. Brodbeck does not view the MG’s critique of bourgeois state power as
a general one of any form of state power and violence, but draws the conclusion that the MG
wants to obtain state power only to eliminate its political opponents.596 In light of the MG’s
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emphasis on the relevance of abstract free will in maintaining democratic capitalism,
Brodbeck’s criticism is unfounded and seems to be founded upon his political interest to
denunciate Marxism from the perspective of anarchism.
In summary, the MG argues that the concept of ‘abstract free will’ implies that individuals
have both an individual interest in their material wellbeing on the basis of their economic
resources, and that on this a general interest is developed, that becomes manifest in the
democratic state. This general interest, however, would be in conflict with the material
interests of individuals, because the expression of such only perpetuates the contradictions
implied in capitalism as analysed by Marx in Capital, which would be to the systematic
disadvantage of the majority of individuals.
However, through the objectification of their general interest, the bourgeois
individual is allowed to apply his will against the interests of other individuals within the
limits imposed by public authority and on the basis of freedom and equality.597 The group
therefore draws upon one of Marx’s early notions regarding the bourgeois state:
The separation of civil society and political state necessarily appears as a separation of
the political citizen, the citizen of the state, from his own, actual, empirical reality, for
as an idealist of the state he is quite another being, a different, distinct, opposed
being.598

5.2.2.

Freedom = capitalism? On the Marxistische Gruppe’s critique of
freedom

Given the universally acclaimed merits of democracy and its corresponding values, the MG’s
ruthless criticism of democratic principles was a theoretical peculiarity even among the West
German New Left.599 Although the specific communisation of individuals in capitalism based
on the ‘common interest’ in freedom and equality was extensively criticised in the context of
the Staatsableitungsdebatte, other organisations and intellectuals reduced their ideological
criticism of freedom and equality to their particular manifestation in capitalism.600
Representative for many was the following quote by Blanke, Jürgens and Kastendiek, a group
of authors with a strong level of influence on the state debate:
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In so far as ‘freedom’ and ‘equality’ as rights were from the beginning not merely
functional in economic terms, but were citizens’ rights connecting legal subjects with
the extra-economic coercive force (appearing at first only in the form of subjection,
then later in the form of the right to political participation and to share in the services
provided by the state) these rights concealed within themselves a danger for the
bourgeois system. Understood as the claims of concrete human beings (human rights)
they constitute to some extent the legitimating point at which class struggle can break
into ‘politics’. This is true in that people derive from the rights to ‘freedom’ and
‘equality’ the right to fight for their ‘interests’ as well as the right to aim beyond the
system of the bourgeois mode of production. This feature inherent in the legally
constituted state is of vital importance. 601

Opposing this, as will be demonstrated in the following analysis, the MG criticised the
principles of the French Revolution, i.e. liberté, egalité and fraternité, as a political power
relationship, a method of political rule and the adequate ideology of a society organised on the
principle of competition.602 Freedom and equality were understood as essential for the
maintenance of capitalist rule in its modern political form. The idea that these principles
would in potentialis offer class struggle the opportunity to break into democratic politics was
vehemently rejected. For the MG, the necessary difference between the real and ideal form of
bourgeois society would render impossible the realisation of its ideals, which, to employ
Marx’s terminology, are in fact only the inverted projection of capitalist reality.603
In democracies, the concept of freedom is a major object of legal protection and an essential
moral value. In the Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany, it is expressed in
following section of Article Two:
(1) Every person shall have the right to free development of his personality insofar
as he does not violate the rights of others or offend against the constitutional
order or the moral law.
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(2) Every person shall have the right to life and physical integrity. Freedom of the
person shall be inviolable. These rights may be interfered with only pursuant to
a law.604
Yet for the MG, freedom was not the absence of political power, but the result of public law:
an institution established by state power.605 The often mutually exclusively interpreted matters
of freedom and state power were criticised as complementing one another. Without state
power implementing and guaranteeing freedom as a fundamental right, freedom would not
exist. Thus, the MG did not derive the origin of freedom from lex naturalis. Instead, it argued
that the guarantee of something allegedly inherent to the existence of individuals would either
constitute a redundancy or that freedom’s intrinsic purpose differed significantly from what
was usually ascribed to this basic right in bourgeois societies.606
Against the idea that the guarantee of freedom would allow individuals to freely
follow their interests as long as they did not violate the rights of others, the MG argued that
the judicial acknowledgement of free will
is the most abstract but also its most comprehensive form to commit the free will to act
in accordance with the requirements of state authority.607

The guidance implemented by state power was treated as absolute and any degrees of freedom
transcending the logic of capital accumulation were denied.
Legislative provisions were identified as claims which individuals must
unconditionally obey. This would also explain why basic rights imply their own partial
negation, why freedom is always guaranteed and restricted. Here, the MG once again draws
upon a Hegelian idea: “The positive form of command having in the last resort a prohibition
as its basis.”608 Identified as an imposition of legal obligations which citizens must follow
under the threat of a superior monopoly of force, freedom was therefore denied any
emancipatory quality.609
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Against Blanke, Jürgens and Kastendieks, as well as Hirsch’s claim that freedom and
equality, understood as claims of concrete human beings, allow class struggle to break into
‘politics’, the MG defended its absolutist interpretation. Dissociated from the question of
whether or not the notion of freedom is entirely pro-capitalism, the freedom that the state
guarantees is in fact of contradictory nature, and provides social critics with the opportunity to
work politically. Yet even though this appears to be a ‘side contradiction’, any revolutionary
efforts nonetheless depend on the degrees of ‘freedom’ offered by bourgeois society. The fact
that the state takes account of this by deploying its superior monopoly of legitimate use of
force and intelligence services to curb anti-constitutional activities substantiates Blanke,
Jürgen and Kastendiek’s assertion.610
At a more fundamental level, the MG understood freedom as an “antagonistic relation
of wills.”611 It was further argued that the imperative to tolerate the interests of other people as
a matter of principle, a form of tolerance materialising in the compulsory limitation of
individual freedom, would indicate fundamental antagonistic interests within democraticcapitalistic societies.612 In line with Marx, basic rights would result in “every man (to) see in
other men not the realisation of his own freedom, but the barrier to it.”613
The MG reasoned that reciprocal, continued interference of others’ interests was the
basic principle of politico-economic foundations decreed by the state. Damaging the interests
of other legal individuals would imply that the individuality of subjects cannot develop with
each other in democracy. Even at the elementary level of social co-existence, the selfrealisation of individuals would conflict with one another. Moreover, “the systematic conflict
of interests is not only given […] individuals are obliged to endure these antagonisms.”614
For the MG, the state dictated what kind of damage to the interests of individuals was
allowed; and conversely, what damaged subjects must accept as legal. Hence, freedom was
identified as indifferent to the economic resources one may or may not have. By guaranteeing
private property, for example, the state would allow its citizens to achieve revenue from it; but
this is useless for an individual lacking the adequate financial means with which to acquire a
means of production or real estate. The MG concurred with Hegel, who concludes: “What and
how much I possess is from the standpoint of right a matter of indifference.”615
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To exemplify the MG’s idea of the continually interfering interests of individuals in
bourgeois societies, let us look at the relationship between landlords and tenants. The interest
of the landlord to earn money collides with that of the tenant to have a residence. Whilst the
landlord wants to maximise revenue and preserve the value of the property rented out, the
tenant intends to minimise expenses and take advantage of the usual wear and tear. Here,
public law regulates these mutually exclusive interests and therefore, which legal claims
landlords and tenants are allowed to bring to notice.
According to the MG, this does not nullify the antagonistic interests brought forward
by both parties, but would merely aim at rendering them legally compliant with each other,
and therefore endurable. The MG further argued that the antagonistic nature of interests
followed in democratic capitalism can be taken from the essential determination of freedom as
‘abstract freedom’.616 In line with Hegel, it stressed that the guarantee of freedom separates its
purpose from the means to put a specific form of it into practice.617 Having the material means
at one’s disposal is therefore identified as the conditio sine qua non for the realisation of an
individual’s particular will; and from a juridical perspective, the legal guarantee of property
does not include an individual’s disposition of the means for the satisfaction of its material
needs. Accordingly, the MG arrived at the conclusion that “the subjection of everyone to state
power is necessarily to the advantage of those citizens who are already advantaged
economically.”618
This understanding of freedom in democracy as ‘abstract’, however, leaves some
questions unanswered. Above all, if one criticises ‘abstract freedom’ in democracy, a critique
that implicitly counter-poses ‘abstract’ with ‘concrete freedom’, how is it possible to maintain
the idea that freedom would exclusively unfold its ‘true’ nature in democratic capitalism? The
MG’s refusal to develop a positive outline of this ‘concrete freedom’, only implicit to their
intellectual edifice and widely criticised by political opponents, turns out to be the result of
politico-strategic considerations aimed to correct the idealistic notion that freedom in
democracy would be the foundation for the liberation from ‘bourgeois freedom’ and not its
overthrow.
Marx himself reflected on this, and argued that
[n]one of the supposed rights of man […] go beyond the egoistic man, man as he is, as
a member of civil society; that is, an individual separated from the community,
withdrawn into himself, wholly preoccupied with his private interest […]. Thus, man
was not liberated from religion; he received religious liberty. He was not liberated from
616
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property; he received the liberty to own property. He was not liberated from the egoism
of business; he received the liberty to engage in business.619

In the context of the student movement, and particularly Marcuse’s highly influential The
One-dimensional Men, it becomes apparent what kind of arguments the MG aimed to
eradicate. Namely, the idea that:
Rights and liberties which were such vital factors in the origins and earlier stages of
industrial society yield to a higher stage of this society: they are losing their traditional
rationale and content.620

Marcuse detaches the manifestation of freedom, its ‘repressive’ character, from its putative
critical essence; and consequently laments the systematic obstruction of “other transcending
modes of freedom.”621
Overall, the question if and to what extent freedom would be entirely affirmative regarding
the modern capitalist state was a key issue of the German state debate. As argued by Hirsch,
who in recent years has resumed work on the Marxist theory of state, the dominant view was
that basic rights would stand in an antagonistic relationship to class relations and exploitation;
and thus be a potential lever for overcoming bourgeois rule. Hirsch also stresses that this
theoretical hypothesis is called into question by the historical-empirical reality since the
French Revolution.622 Given this, the MG’s analysis that freedom is in accord with its notion
in capitalism, still awaits historical refutation.
Marx himself stated clearly that
[t]he exchange of exchange values is the productive, real basis of all equality and
freedom. As pure ideas they are merely the idealised expressions of this basis; as
developed in juridical, political, social relations, they are merely this basis to a higher
power.623

As freedom and equality are conceptually inseparable, the following section explores the
MG’s related analysis.
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Equality: a method of political ruling?

For the MG’s group of authors, freedom was inextricably associated with property rights,
because the “legally guaranteed abstract free will has its material means and thus its limitation
in the right to private property.”624 Implied in the legally protected right to freedom was also
competition, the major principle of citizens’ social interconnectedness, which accordingly was
identified as negative and exclusionary.
Given this, the MG noted a content-related link between the concepts of freedom and
equality. It argued that submitting all citizens equally under political ruling could only
perpetuate the economic antagonisms in capitalism, restricted by state law to a level below
open conflicts. Therefore, equality would be the adequate method of democratic rule and form
an inseparable entity with freedom.625
Hence, the MG argued that the phrase, ‘beings are born equal’, could not refer to the
idea of physiognomic or socio-economic equality, but must be understood in straight judicial
terms. This interpretation is supported by legal experts. Von Bogdandy and Bast, experts of
constitutional law, argue analogously to the MG that “[t]he general principle of liberty should
be interpreted as signifying that everyone […] is a free legal subject and all persons meet each
other as legal equals.”626
In fact, the natural (i.e. intellectual and physical) differences among individuals,
which influence competition between them for the acquisition of abstract wealth, do not
require to be guaranteed by public authorities. For the MG, it was merely appropriate that in
democratically constituted states, all people were explicitly ‘equal before the law’.627 Equality
would mean equality before the law, and find its adequate expression in the legal principle
under which each individual is subject to the same laws. Freedom would require the equal
submission of citizens under law, because this act guarantees the practical functioning and
enforcement of politico-economic principles that the state implements through guaranteeing
freedom and private property:
By treating citizens equally the state guarantees their freedom, which consists in nothing but the not-sokind permission to try to get hold of some part of the wealth of society with whatever economic
resources they may or may not have, while respecting all the other citizens who are doing the same
thing at their expense, against them.628
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Here, the group identified free competition as incompatible with legal privileges.
Today, this principle would be manifest in the form of prohibiting any discrimination.
Further, the exclusion of all elements such as social background, sex, race or religious beliefs
implies the legal tolerance of discrimination stemming from differing amounts of private
property.629
The MG did not leave scope for any further interpretation of equality beyond its status
as a legally protected right. The broader idea of equality, e.g. equality of opportunity,
stemming from the omnipresent issue of justice in democracy, is held to be a chimera. To the
MG, the issue of justice in democratic societies was only a means to ‘perfect’ competition
under the capitalist regime.
Accordingly, Röhrig argues that proponents of equality of opportunity would not
criticise the idea that individuals are subject to a selection process within the education and
professional system, but would certainly complain about competition being influenced by
‘unjust’ factors such as the socio-economic status of parents.630 Given this, any political effort
to transform bourgeois society on the basis of equality is therefore doomed to fail, because the
idea of an irresolvable tension between freedom and equality, asserted by other Marxist
authors, would be an ideological chimera. Hirsch, one of these authors, argues that freedom
necessarily generates inequality and vice versa; and would thus provide a gateway for the
formulation of social critique.631 This gateway, exploited by the MG itself for its agitation, is
nonetheless understood to be inadequate for the overcoming of the alleged tension between
freedom and equality, which could only be solved through the overthrow of its economic and
legal foundations.
For the MG, then, equality amounted to an abstraction. By abstracting from its
citizens’ particularities, the bourgeois state would demonstrate its interest in maintaining the
socio-economic differences among them; and free competition as the decisive organising
principle. For this reason, equality is determined as the appropriate method of political rule
over a capitalist society:
You are equal from a juridical point of view, but whether you are rich or poor, whether you,
as an individual, can afford to satisfy your needs or not, is of no interest to the state.632
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Thus, the often negative consequences of capitalism and democratic rule would primarily be
consigned to the private level.
If equal treatment is realised, which the democratic state guarantees by tying its own
and every individual’s actions to law and inflicting penalties for infringements, any person is,
according to the MG, forced to ‘tolerate’ (lat. tolerare, to endure) his/her particular material
situation, which cannot be appealed in court. The tension between freedom and equality,
stemming from the broader understanding of the term, is criticised; as is the idea that equality
would imply any emancipatory momentum.

5.2.4.

The MG’s radical critique and its practical consequence: Marxism
as the necessary triumph over of freedom and equality

The MG’s criticism of the ideology denoting freedom and equality was ruthless. The ‘holy
trinity’ of liberty, equality and solidarity, central to the self-understanding of modern
societies, was considered to be utterly pro-capitalist. With freedom and equality, fully realised
in Western societies, the efforts of New Left activists to put ‘real’ freedom and equality into
practice were viewed as wholly inadequate if social practice was to be transcended.633
Instead of taking seriously the politico-economic practice of freedom and equality,
the MG viewed Hegel’s concept of abstract freedom as its essence. Yet this assertion was not
limited to bourgeois society; indeed, the concept of freedom in principle was criticised for
having no meaning for the rational self-organisation of individuals in a communist society.634
In so doing, the MG took the common Marxist critique of freedom and equality in their
bourgeois forms of appearance to its most radical conclusion. Against Marx himself, who
conceived the particular form of freedom in bourgeois societies as negative, and contrasted it
with his idea of a communist realm of freedom that
actually begins only where labour which is determined by necessity and mundane
considerations ceases; thus in the very nature of things it lies beyond the sphere of
actual material production,635

the MG, though referring ex negativo to this realm and thus an conceptually underdetermined
utopia, denied the application of the term ‘freedom’. In an informal conversation, one former
member went as far as to argue that the aspired goal of a communist society should not be
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conceptualised by existing terminology and remarked that “we might introduce a new word to
describe this social condition.”636
Given that predicates (not subjects) state something about a given subject and define
it, the idea of introducing a new word to adequately describe what is referred to in Marx’s
work as positive freedom, seems to be paradoxical. However, it emphasises the MG’s
ambition to develop the new society through a critique of the old, and establish shared
criticism of bourgeois society as the starting point for any revolutionary project.637 Concurrent
with this ‘destructive’ approach was the MG’s critique of all positive visions of Marx’s ‘real
freedom’; and especially, the idea freedom would exist in any way without state power.
The MG’s strict refusal of the application of the terms freedom and equality related to
a comment made by Marx in Grundrisse, in which he stated “that exchange value or, more
precisely, the money system is, in fact, the system of equality and freedom”; and therefore
concludes
that the disturbances which they encounter in the further development of the system are
disturbances inherent in it, are merely the realisation of equality and freedom, which
prove to be inequality and unfreedom.638

The immanent reference of both ‘inequality’ and ‘unfreedom’ to its respective positive forms
of appearance was not acknowledged by the MG.
In continuation of this, the popular idea of Marx’s work as a critical cornerstone for an
emancipatory realisation of human ideals and moral values was rejected. The group claimed
that an unbiased analysis would reveal the exact opposite: the necessity for Marxists to be in
practical opposition to these ideals and objects of legal protection.639 Given this, Lenin’s
notion that Marxists proceed from the same ideals as their bourgeois counterparts, but argue
“exclusively about the construction of these ideals [modern moral ideas] and their
realisation”640, was challenged by the MG collective.641
The MG’s destructive approach, which lacked any positive contribution to an alternative
arrangement of the bourgeois state and its basic legal principles, inevitably resulted in the
636

Informal conversation with E.A., 24 June 2011.
See Karl Held cit. in Bayerischer Rundfunk, Zeitspiegel, 19 December 1989 [video source].
638
Marx, ‘Grundrisse’, in MECW Vol. 42, p. 174. For a discussion of Marx’s ambiguous stance towards
democracy and its epiphenomena, see also Patricia Springborg, ‘Karl Marx on democracy, participation, voting,
and equality’, in Political Theory, 4 (1984), pp. 537-556.
639
See Marxistische Gruppe Westberlin, Dokumentation zum Bahro-Kongress (Munich: self-published, 1979).
640
Lenin, ‘The Economic Content of Narodism and the Criticism of it in Mr. Struve’s Book’, in LCW Vol. 1, p.
431.
641
See Peter Decker, Freiheit – Gleichheit – Solidarität, Nuremberg [187 min.] (2005) <http://doku.argudiss.
de/?Kategorie=RuD#124> [25 July 2009], audio sources.
637

Chapter 5

The MG’s theory of state

189

demand to resolve the social institution of ‘state’ itself642. Here, the group touched on a
subject discussed by Marx in The Civil War in France (first draft), in which he advocated a
distinct anti-state stance.643
The anti-statism of the MG’s theory, a peculiarity among the Marxist New Left, had
already been expressed in its critique of abstract free will, freedom and equality. In contrast,
K-Gruppen developed a form of left-wing ‘state fetishism’, for which Mao Zedong’s People’s
Republic of China functioned as a guarantor of a radically different manifestation of really
existing socialism in particular, and statism in general. Peter Kuntze’s China – die konkrete
Utopie (China – concrete utopia) was not without reason an influential book in the early
1970s, in which the Chinese state was praised for its role model function as an alternative to
the (social)-imperialist superpowers in East and West.644

5.2.5.

Sovereignty, law and justice: the ‘sophistication’ of the bourgeois
order derived from the abstract free will of citizens

In the next three chapters of its derivation, the MG deals with the aspects of sovereignty, law
and justice in order to explain the abstract political form of the bourgeois state. According to
the group, the citizen of a democratic state wants “to reach his or her goal of private
advantage [by] participating in an abstract and general will”645; and is therefore a willing
private competitor and constructive contributor to state affairs. Thus, citizens would function
in unison as citoyen and bourgeois. The idea that the bourgeois state is the “abstract will of its
citizens that has taken on a form independent of them” implies the transition to the MG’s
second chapter, in which it was argued that this abstract will “is fulfilled by the sovereignty
of the state.”646
Marx claimed that bourgeois individuals are ‘idealists of the states’ and therein
“completely distinct, different from, and opposed to [their] own actuality.”647 In line with this,
the MG argued that individuals, in their function as a citoyen, pay attention to affairs that
stand in opposition or are indifferent to their existence as private individuals, i.e. their
bourgeois existence. Individuals in capitalism ideally and practically participate in the state’s
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performance, which expresses an (in principle) positive attitude towards the system of
political sovereignty:
The power of the state originates with the people and complies with their political will
by enforcing it, as the public interest, against all the private individuals.648

Sovereignty of the state is understood to be necessary, because only a public authority can act
independently from the specific interests which economic actors bring forward and thus
enforce the common good. In accordance with Hirsch, Gerstenberger and other leading
authors of the Staatsableitungsdebatte, the MG collective argued that the bourgeois state
guarantees the functioning of private property in principle, by abstracting from any particular
interest and being sovereign.649 Furthermore, with Hirsch the MG argued that modern
representative democracy, in which representatives are only bound to their conscience, is the
adequate form with which to promote the common good against any specific interests
articulated in society.650
Complementarily, the ‘general will’ of individuals to maintain the state transforms a
number of individuals into a people. By doing so, the coercive nature of being subject to a
state is re-interpreted and expressed in the positive stance of citizens towards the polity. Here,
however, the MG differs from authors such as Reichelt and Gerstenberger, who challenge the
importance of general will for the formation of the bourgeois state, and criticise this as
ahistorical.651
In compliance with mainstream theorists, constitutional rights are understood to define
citizens’ legal scope of action, and claims that can be raised by individuals and other legal
subjects. This, however, would consolidate “the negative relation between competing
individuals in the form of rights and duties toward the political power.”652 In contrast to
Hegel, for whom duties were positively associated with rights, the MG identified rights and
duties as equal in terms of their actual content. In line with this, duties were understood as the
downside to the positive rights granted by the bourgeois state.
Unlike Poulantzas, who criticised Marxists for not being able to formulate a positive
concept of human rights, the MG criticised these basic rights for their essentially negative
content, and argued that the inevitable ‘nature’ of demanding constitutional rights for humans
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would be the world of competition.653 With this conclusion, anticipated in the group’s notion
of freedom and equality as a state institution, the MG challenged a central concept of modern
political and ethical discourse; and delimited its own approach from general New Left
discourse, which assumed human rights to be a potential lever for social change. In 1979,
confronted with the general ‘crisis in Marxism’, Poulantzas, for example, argued that
although we have cast off traditional dogmas as to the merely ‘formal’ nature of
democratic freedoms, we still do not have a real theory of justice. As a result we are
unable to formulate a positive concept of human rights and freedoms clearly distinct
from neoliberalism.654

Considering the MG’s analysis, the inability to formulate such positive concepts was no
coincidence, but it was an inevitable result of the radical left’s failure to grasp the actual
notion of freedom and human rights.
With the adoption of a constitution and its basic law, the state, according to the MG, “satisfies
the interest of its citizens in competitive social relations”,655 ties and, if necessary, corrects its
actions when they conflict with the constitution. Hence, the rule of law is realised when every
legal individual is subject to the law in equal terms. This would also emancipate the
constitutional state from any “influence of private interests on its actions, and is accountable
only to the constitution in the exercise of its power.”656 The formulation of a complex, allencompassing legal system is therefore understood to answer the purpose of codifying every
aspect of private property relations in democratic capitalism. The further development of the
constitution would therefore materialise through different forms of general law.
In Chapter Five of its derivation in The Democratic State, the MG brings its abstract
philosophy of right to a conclusion. Here, the group argues that the state exclusively and
necessarily claims the monopoly on the legitimate use of violence to enforce justice. Justice,
however, would refer solely to the fact that citizens are forced to recognize each other’s free
will. As a result, the MG claimed that the “administration of justice ensures the protection of
person and property as well as the sovereignty of the state.”657 Any philosophical reading of
the concept of justice is opposed and reduced to its juridical kernel. The productive aspect of
justice would thus consist of accomplishing two purposes: first, justice maintains the capitalist
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mode of competition by tying any practical expression of an individual’s will to law; second,
by restoring the validity of law, any violation of it is punished.
For the MG, the state abstracts from the specific content of its citizens’ actions by
relating them to law. In other words, the state is indifferent to their economic, political and
private actions as long as they conform to official rules. The penetration of society by law is
thus considered to be absolute.658
Here, the MG’s analysis of the legal framework of bourgeois society came to a
logical end. While at the beginning of their derivation, the abstract free will of individuals
forces them to “jointly submit to a power that curtails their private interests”,659 citizens are
now confronted with an all-encompassing legal system that regulates every aspect of life in
capitalism. However, the penetration of a citizen’s life, according to the MG’s theory, implies
another important transition: morality. In agreement with Hegel, morality is derived from
abstract right:
Morality […] gives an outline of the real side of the conception of freedom. Observe
the process through which morality passes. As the will has now withdrawn into itself, it
appears at the outset as existing independently, having merely a potential identity with
the intrinsic or universal will. Then this abstract self-dependence is superseded; and,
finally, the will is made really and consciously identical with the intrinsic or universal
will.660

Decker, the current chief editor of the GegenStandpunkt periodical, specifies this relationship
as a two-stage subjectification of law. First, the bourgeois individual would apply existing law
as an ethical standard to his/her life, and thus act in concordance with it as a matter of
principle. Individuals would also apply the category of success to their legally compliant
actions; and as a result, partially relativise existing law by adding a subjective quality to the
objective reality of law. Morality is therefore not interpreted as equal to an internalisation of
existing law; it is the legal guideline for its emergence, but transcends its rigidity. The
frequent knowing violation of law would be integral to the moralist mode of thinking, and
maintain its validity. Righteousness, according to the MG, is the consequence of this second
subjectification of law. The respective form of thinking, i.e. thinking in the categories of law,
is taken over; and materialises in the form of bourgeois individuals as judges of their own
‘standards’, derived from existing law.661
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In contrast to K-Gruppen and other New Left organisations, the MG was not involved in
exposing the putative violation of basic rights by specific policies and political actors. As a
consequence of its analysis, the MG was not interested in claiming rights, and made no
political efforts to defend them. On the other hand, the KBW and other K-Gruppen fought for
the ‘rights of the working class and the people’.
The ability of K-Gruppen to deal with the advantages and disadvantages of bourgeois
state institutions, as already Agnoli, the influential Marxist political scientist during the years
of ‘68’, observed, denoted the theoretical prelude with which to transfer the antinomies of
proclamation and execution regarding freedom and equality to a ‘mechanical-moral’ criticism.
For Agnoli, such criticism would also be indifferent towards existing constellations and
balances of power; and resolved itself into the contrasting juxtaposition of ‘good’ and ‘bad’
exertion of political power and constitutional law. Accordingly, this type of criticism would
be translated into the demand for ‘better’ politicians and political rule with a human face
revolving around the idea of a more ‘justice’ state.662 Even though Agnoli was not in a
working relationship with the MG and severely criticised in other contexts, this view echoes
the criticism formulated in the MG’s work.

5.2.6.

Legally regulated competition and the state’s compensatory
activities: the Marxistische Gruppe on the social state and the
state’s function as an idealist collective capitalist

The transition from chapters four to five of The Democratic State involves the introduction of
class to the MG’s theory of state. Based on Marx’s analysis in Capital, competition on the
basis of private property is understood to inevitably separate the macrocosm of capitalist
society into property owners, and those without appropriate means. According to the MG’s
group of authors, the rule of law forces individuals to maintain themselves as ‘private
proprietors’.663 This individual maintenance however, and thus the maintenance of
competition, would not regulate itself; the negative effects of competition undermine the
ability of a significant proportion of individuals to continue with their economic efforts to
generate income.
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Given this, the MG concluded that the bourgeois state is forced to deploy appropriate
political means to compensate for the inability of individuals to acquire the necessary
resources for their reproduction. If the reproduction of individuals is constantly endangered,
not only would their individual reproduction be placed at risk, but in the most abstract sense,
so would the entire reproduction of capitalist society. Therefore, economic competition
requires ongoing supervision, because the unfolded productive forces of capitalism imply the
ruin of its base.
From this classical Marxist argument, the MG extrapolated onto the state activities
aimed to compensate the deficits of competition, enabling those assisted to maintain
themselves as private proprietors, and seek new possibilities from the labour market. Such
compensatory activities, however, would not contradict the purposeful construction of the
capitalist state. Quite the contrary, they would merely perpetuate the antagonistic social
relations inherent in democratic capitalism:
As a social state with social services, it preserves the class of competitors with no property, so
that it can continue being useful as a means for private property.664

In line with this, the capitalist state would institutionalise, administer and constantly
reform the social security, health and education systems, according to its financial resources
and interests. For example, the right to an education is not the legal means to equip
individuals with knowledge, but the obligation “to acquire the general knowledge equally
necessary for all jobs (compulsory education).”665
On the basis of this general education, adolescents further develop their skills and
specialise for respective careers. Knowledge is therefore understood to be functional in the
selection of pupils and their distribution onto different career paths. In turn, this subjects the
right to an education to criticism, on the basis that it merely represents a means to the end of
economic competition among wage-labourers, which, as argued by the MG, was obvious from
the fact that inadequate school performance results in exclusion from further education; not in
the overcoming of knowledge deficits.666
For the MG, bourgeois society, in which education is a ‘limited resource’, because
individuals are subject to systematic selection and exclusion from knowledge, contradicts the
idea of producing fully developed human beings, as proposed by Marx.667 The ‘education of

664

Ibid.
Ibid., chapter 5, section c).
666
Ideas of the MG were applied in Huisken’s work, Erziehung im Kapitalismus (Hamburg: VSA-Verlag, 1998).
667
Marx, ‘Capital I’, in MECW Vol. 35, pp. 485-486.
665

Chapter 5

The MG’s theory of state

195

the future’ could only be found in a societal environment that allows individuals to freely
develop their abilities; a society in which competition is ceased among students, rather than
embodying the major organising principle of the education system.
Accordingly, students protesting for the better funding of the (higher) education
system on the basis of ideals, such as social justice, democracy and solidarity are subject to
harsh criticism on the basis that they were only demonstrating their will to improve conditions
in order to compete more effectively with fellow students at home and abroad for income
opportunities.668
According to the MG’s framework, the modern capitalist state has a vital interest in
maintaining individuals as ‘private proprietors’. To fulfil this task, the welfare state is
considered the adequate socio-political means. Discussions regarding the so-called welfare
state illusion, initiated by Müller and Neusüß in 1970, were echoed by the MG theory. In line
with other participants of the Staatsableitungsdebatte, the idea that not only would the West
German constitution allow the realisation of socialism, but that the welfare state is the
decisive legal and practical ‘Trojan Horse’ with which to do so, was dismissed as a
conceptual fallacy.669 Furthermore, the apparent disintegration of constitutional reality and
potentiality was criticised as ‘illusionary’. Accordingly, the social state principle was reduced
in the work of its critics to its affirmative kernel, which referred to the welfare state as a
means of perpetuating the contradiction between labour and capital instead of overcoming
it.670
However, implied in the MG’s systematic analysis of the welfare state’s function is
disregard for a historical dimension to its origin, not to mention the role of class struggle.
Thus is the historical struggle of the working class and trade union movement narrowed
considerably, so as to conform to the notion of the welfare state developed by the MG.
While most critics of the MG’s theory stress the “the importance of class struggle, and
thus of history, for theory”671, and thus challenge the group’s analysis starting from the
surface of the existing bourgeois state, Hans Ehrbar, an American economist, active in the
early Red Cells movement in Munich, shows his support for the MG’s approach by referring
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to the often missing “appropriate logical concepts”672 of the Marxist discourse on the theory
of state. He therefore concludes in concordance with the MG’s theory that the bourgeois state,
by enforcing competition “must also enable people to continue competing in the face of the
disastrous consequences competition may have for them (i.e. act as a ‘welfare state’).”673
Thus, the modern bourgeois state’s interest in maintaining competition for the
promotion of common wealth dependent on successful capital accumulation, forces it to also
act as social state. For Ehrbar, this conclusion, however, does not contradict the empirical
variety and different historical origins of the social state. In fact, the historical tendency of
capitalist states to act as social states would become manifest in democratic societies.674
Even though the MG’s analysis leaves room for discussions of specific ‘relations of
class practices’ and how they materialise in the democratic welfare state at a certain point in
time, the group criticised the practical struggle for socio-political rights and social security on
the basis of its anti-state theory. In principle, individuals, campaigning for the improvement of
the welfare state, would express their willingness to accept capitalist exploitation as the
condition of their existence. The welfare state, itself a genuine product of economic
competition and class struggle, is therefore understood to appear inverted in the consciousness
of bourgeois individuals. In its ‘mystified’ form, the social security system would appear as
an institution that protects, as an end in itself, individuals from the uncertainties implied in
capitalism and their basic material needs. However, as the social welfare system does not
contribute to the overcoming of its politico-economic roots and is subordinate to the specific
needs of capital accumulation and financial constraints, the system is the ongoing subject of
political reform schemes. Accordingly, the ‘historical and moral element’ of the welfare state
is defined as an incomplete process.675
Following the MG’s analysis, competition among owners of productive property necessitates
the capitalist state to take responsibility for parts of the social production. It is argued that the
production of some material prerequisites of competition, e.g. infrastructure and education, is
often not profitable so that the state acts as an ideal collective capitalist. In line with leading
theorists of the Staatsableitungsdebatte, the MG argued that, for the owners of productive
property, the state’s function amounts to provision of the basic ‘material conditions of
circulation’:
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As the ideal collective capitalist the state provides the real capitalists, the owners of the means
of production, with those necessary conditions for competition which are not reproduced in
competition.676

However, the democratic state’s economic involvement moves beyond the mere
provision of material prerequisites, it also directly supports the success of industries and
companies through, among other things, subsidies and credit warranties. Thus, the ‘ideal
collective capitalist’ would not only offer government grants to stimulate new or sustain key
industries, but also nationalise companies or entire industries under specific circumstances.
The interest in contributing to successful capital accumulation on its territory, and to ‘its’
businesses beyond national borders is, as the MG emphasised, a practical obligation of the
democratic state’s dependence on tax revenue in order to re-financing its activities.
Accordingly, the MG criticises the idea that lobbyism would force interests on the
political class that are contrary to the ‘common good’ the state is supposed to support. In its
theoretical framework, the need for successful capital accumulation necessarily implies the
consideration of some particular interests brought forward by pressure groups. What is
specifically identified as contributing to the common good, however, would be subject to an
ongoing process within the political class and power relations in parliament.677

5.2.7.

Taxation, financial policy and the common good: the bourgeois
state and the ‘submission’ of public authority to the needs of
capital accumulation

In its attempt to logically derive the theory of the modern capitalist state, the MG continues by
explaining the necessity of taxation. The necessity implied in the transition from Chapters
Five to Six results from the functions of the state as an idealist collective capitalist and
welfare state. In order to fulfil these functions, the MG explain, the bourgeois state must
collect taxes.
However, as competition among private proprietors results in disparate classes and
different social strata of wage earners, taxation would serve disparate purposes. The MG
therefore concludes that
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by obligating all citizens equally to pay taxes the state makes one part of them pay
for the security of their property, and the other for the insecurity of their
existence.”678

Implied in this is the MG critique of the popular ‘taxpayer argument’, which holds that public
authorities must appropriately handle taxes collected from its citizens and offer them specific
services in return. The compulsory nature of taxation, itself an act of sovereignty, would free
the state from having particular obligations towards its citizens. The group also stresses the
practical contradictions which the state deals with when determining the tax burden. As the
stringent necessity to collect taxes from citizens and businesses entails extra expenses for it,
the capitalist state is practically obliged to trade off the interest in augmenting its financial
basis against the preservation of capital accumulation, e.g. tax shelter for the agriculture and
renewable energy industries, tax-free allowances, level of value-added tax. Adjusting taxes
would therefore per se be an unfinished business and subject to the general performance of the
national economy, which would also influence the financial scope of ideological debates and
competing policies.679
From the contradictory nature of taxation, through which the state serves and hampers
the economic pursuit of its citizens by collecting taxes, the MG derives the next logical
transition of its systematic presentation of the democratic state. Implied in the state’s
dependence on tax revenue is a quantitative limitation of money that can be collected in the
national territory. However, the MG points out that this ‘quantitative limitation’ is not to be
understood as a total one. The state partly emancipates itself from financial restrictions
imposed on its budget by incurring debt. Any ‘off-budget’ expenses could therefore be
adequately and immediately financed. As the MG stresses, in the short term, the capitalist
state can acquire money to stimulate the national economy; finance emergency lending for
struggling economies whose failure would substantially harm global capital flows; and even
military campaigns, all by increasing its debt level.680
The subordination of every sphere of life to the interest of capital accumulation, i.e.
‘economic growth’, would not spare the democratic state and its actions, however. Incurring
of debt would find its system-compatible limits within the interest rates demanded by
investors; a reality exemplified by the current global financial crisis. In an analysis of the
contemporary situation, it is argued that since many of the eurozone states experience
difficulties in refinancing their debts with interest rates customary to the market, budgetary
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imbalance could not be compensated through new borrowing, which jeopardises the future of
affected states. For the MG, incurring of debt is thus only a relative means for the capitalist
state to exceed the per se limited resources offered by its society.
This abstract line of thought is reflected, for example in an essay that Decker recently
published in Junge Welt:
[T]his freedom [to borrow money on capital markets] has its price: for disposal over
funds that are unlimited in principle, governments pledge the fiscal rewards of a capital
growth that they hope to launch with economic-political expenditures that they could
not achieve without it; after all, they govern a private and not a planned economy. The
profit striving of private capitalists must yield the growth they aim at.681

In order to yield the anticipated growth of its economy and its revenue in the form of taxes,
the bourgeois state applies the means of economic policy. For the MG, debates regarding the
pros and cons of specific measures, such as certain supply- and demand-oriented policies, are
of no interest in understanding why the capitalist state is practically forced to have them.
In chapter eight, the MG concludes its interpretation of the state’s economic practice
by arguing that it “regards all its measures as means to augment the common good”; and
therefore “evaluates its activities according to their effects on the wealth of the nation.”682
Here, the MG refers to the fact that for capitalist states, the measure of success is expressed,
first, in the growth of the gross domestic product; and second, the level of this growth in
comparison with other nations.
Economic expansion thus denotes the exclusive means of bourgeois states to increase
the output they partly monopolise through taxation. For the MG, the state therefore “make[s]
the necessary functions of its power for society contingent on how they contribute to
economic growth.”683 Through obliging itself to generate its revenue from taxation the
bourgeois state subordinates its existence to factual constraints, inherent in the augmentation
of capital.
For the MG, the abstraction implied in the concept of the common good, or in
economic terms, the ‘gross national product’, simply underscores the state’s practical
disinterest in the particular needs of its citizen. Thus, the ‘common good’ as the criterion of
success would also imply the ideological transfiguration of augmenting wealth on the basis of
681
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private property. Further, the “wealth of society therefore proves to be […] an affirmation of
their [the citizens’] efforts to exclude others from the wealth that is produced”.684
By demanding a contribution to the gross domestic product, the state effectively
criticises businesses which negatively contribute to the economic balance, or whose industry
is not considered to be of relevance any longer; and enforces laws inherent in the
accumulation of capital upon all economic actors.685 Given this, the MG argues that the state’s
services are merely a means for those businesses successfully defying competition. It
therefore defines the ‘ideal’ collective capitalist as the political actor enforcing the principles
of economic competition with all its consequences on its citizens.
If the state subordinates its budget to the successful augmentation of capital
accumulation on its territory, economic policy, according to the MG, must be a ‘simple and
one-sided affair’.686 For the most part, it would consist of reacting to the business cycles
inherent to capital accumulation. The state would also tend to remove the obstacles to
business by privatising the public sector and cutting back the social security sector.687 Hence,
for the bourgeois state, any disturbances to the much desired constant growth are the prelude
to stimulate more capital accumulation. Any economic crisis would therefore result in state
efforts to overcome the interruption of capital growth “by applying its ‘economic policy
instruments’ to make investment profitable again.”688
As a consequence of this, in its ambition to stimulate growth in times of economic
depression, the state affects the life of its citizens in different ways. The following thought,
which concludes the MG’s abstract derivation of the democratic state’s economic activities,
can be easily applied to the current situation in the eurozone. It also marks the group’s
transition to the political sphere of the bourgeois state, because in the context of the state’s
attempts to revitalise a sufficient degree of capital accumulation, additional means beyond
state economic policy are required to fabricate consent regarding the negative effects of
reforms and confirm citizens in their ‘abstract free’ decision to practically comply with the
state’s decisions:
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This [the economic reforms] means not only making gifts to the capitalists but also
applying massive doses of morality and force to keep its damaged exploitable citizens
in line. The state thus makes up for its powerlessness against the crisis-prone course of
accumulation by using power against its victims.689

In summary, when the state as the political subject of the economy focuses on capital growth
as its exclusive criterion of success, the MG concludes that it becomes evident that the
ultimate purpose of all state decisions must relate to this criterion. Hence, the MG’s analysis
transcends the ‘welfare-state illusion’ criticised by Müller and Neusüss in their groundbreaking work; and argues in favour of the abolishment of the Marxist ‘state illusion’.
The group’s study of the democratic-capitalist state’s economic function contributes
in the most abstract sense to the explanation for why even the government takeover of leftwing and radical left political forces must result in the reproduction of the adequate conditions
of capital accumulation.

5.2.8.

When individuals consent to the state’s monopoly of force in order
to submit themselves to the augmentation of private wealth: the
Marxistische Gruppe’s criticism of democracy

Criticism of democracy formed a central plank of the MG’s theory of state, and distinguished
the group from the New Left’s discourse during the 1960 and 1970s. This theoretical
opposition to democracy, as Ehrbar correctly argues, “is one of the […] strongest
innovations”690 in their theory, grounded in the idea that states in developed capitalist
countries are indeed democracies. For the MG, as already anticipated in the chapters on
freedom and equality, any ideals of democracy transcending its modern form of appearance
constitute a fatal chimera, because this form would coincide, to employ Hegel’s terminology,
with its ‘notion’. Thus, the KPD/ML’s “struggle for freedom and democracy”691, the
KPD/AO’s backing of the concept of “people’s democracy”692 and the AB’s, KB’s and
KBW’s political defending of “democratic rights” and the latter’s “total democratisation”693
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were all rejected by the MG, whereas, the K-Gruppen’s approach followed Rosa
Luxemburg’s idea that there is no socialism without democracy, and vice versa.
Free consent to the state and acceptance of its legal framework when citizens pursue
their material interests is the most distinctive feature of democratic rule. Free consent to
democratic rule had already been categorised in chapter one of the MG’s discussion of
abstract free will in a form independent of its bearer, as the logical starting-point for the
existence of the modern bourgeois state. Correspondingly, free consent in political rule is reintroduced at this point, with a focus on the actual political sphere. Similar to the start of its
derivation, the MG asserts that the positive content of submitting oneself to the state’s
monopoly of force is identical to the acceptance of competition as the means with which to
fulfil one’s material aspirations. Bourgeois rule would require that citizens acknowledge the
state’s activities as the necessary condition for the satisfaction of their material and immaterial
interests.694
Accordingly, the group argues that capital owners are interested in the monopoly of
force insofar as it guarantees the productive use of private property. Complementarily, wage
labourers are eager to be acknowledged in their economic function by a public authority
guaranteeing their reproduction. This ‘state idealism’ of economic actors with antagonistic
interests equates to making themselves an ‘instrument’ of the common good as measured
through capitalist growth.
In line with the first step of the MG’s derivation, the state is interested in the consent of its
citizens to guarantee the functioning of its power. Democratic elections, as the MG points out,
are therefore carried out periodically, are an important practical expression of the citizens’
abstract free will and require the equal weighting of all votes. Given that, the MG’s group of
authors concludes that the purpose of democratic elections merely consists of appointing
representatives who function as instruments for the realisation of the state’s purpose to
maintain competition and increase the level of the common good. Individuals and parties
willing to conduct state affairs would compete for the electorate’s approval of their political
strategy, and thus contribute to the adequate formation of the general political will.695
In the MG’s concept of democracy, the sovereignty of the democratic state is fulfilled
by representatives being obliged to follow their conscience; and thus through the relative
separation of them from the consent of citizens towards specific state measures. The MG
therefore criticises political consent and will in democracy being expressed in the most
abstract way, namely by putting a cross on a ballot paper:
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The individual vote is only of quantitative importance; thus, it contributes extremely
insignificantly to a mass trend […]. Accordingly, the vote is devoid of arguments,
reasoned political opinions and any articulated statement. It is therefore the adequate
expression of commitment to democratic rule.696

Any (potential) consideration of the people’s political will expressed, for example, through
the demonstration of discontent in rallies or polls is missing from the MG’s commentary. Any
such expression of discontent is reduced to an affirmative political act aimed to improve life
under capitalism, but not directed against the state itself. It would show that citizens are not
the political subject but have to address their interest to other institutions that might consider
them.697

5.2.9.

The democratic public: the completion of the democratic state

For the MG, the general public is, first and foremost, a legal space; and thus a legally
protected interest constructed by the bourgeois state according to its principles, and intended
to maintain “the disappointment of its citizens as a positive basis for itself, as the desire for a
democratic state.”698 This would be achieved by guaranteeing individuals the right to
discontent. By allowing citizens to articulate their dissatisfaction with, for example, the way
in which representatives handle their public office duties and all other aspects of their life in
capitalism, the state methodically degrades an individual’s particular interest to that of mere
opinion.
The MG therefore posits that freedom of expression is of central importance for the
functioning of democracy because this allows the state to take the edge off an individual’s
expression of will. Any opinion has to be relativised against other opinions, which results in
public “propaganda of tolerance and the diversity of opinion.”699 What the MG criticises
here is the theoretical indifference inherent to the principle of diversity of opinions.
Proponents of their theory argue that it is an error in reasoning to assume equality regarding
consistency and plausibility of different arguments.700 However, the degradation of interests
to opinions is functional insofar as the practical insignificance of any particular expression of
will is equal to the state’s sovereign implementation of the ‘general interest’. For the MG, this
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‘general will’ is identified as the single valid interest alongside plentiful opinions with no
practical meaning. Therefore, democratic public is understood to be an efficient leveller of
interests:
Opinions must be allowed to be voiced so that they remain opinions. This is all
freedom of speech is. And since there is always the danger of citizens taking seriously
opinions criticizing the state, and drawing practical consequences from them, every
democratic state puts limits on the freedom of speech and press.701

Here, the MG implicitly refers to conclusions which Hegel drew in his study on Philosophy of
Right in which he not only claims that every right is based in the last resort on prohibition, but
also argued that
[t]o define the liberty of the press as the liberty to speak and write what one pleases is
parallel to the definition of liberty in general, as liberty to do what one pleases. These
views belong to the undeveloped crudity and superficiality of fanciful theorizing.702

Accordingly, the democratic public is understood as a ‘stomping ground’ for the articulation
of opinions, whose contents are tolerated as long as they conform to the pro-capitalist legal
framework which the bourgeois state decrees. For individuals willing to prove themselves in
competition, these restrictions would be redundant, because they would comply with the
capitalist order in any case. Moreover, on the basis of their illusions about the state’s nature,
bourgeois individuals, according to the MG, find consolation in their right to have an opinion.
For the MG, constructive criticism is therefore an ubiquitous and inevitable phenomenon in
democratic societies; and an adequate means to stabilise a socio-economic system based on
the principles of freedom and equality.
In its first chapter on the theory of state, the MG derives the democratic-capitalist state from
the abstract free will of individuals which, complementary to this will, would force its rule on
all agents of the capitalist mode of production. Their final chapter analyses how the
democratic public provides the space in which the system-conforming politicisation of
individuals takes place. For the MG, abstract free will can exercise its free submission to the
politico-economic system by articulating its subject-related discontent only in order to
reaffirm general consent to the principles of the democratic state and the economy it enables
to exist.

701
702

Gegenstandpunkt, The Democratic State, chapter 10, section c).
Hegel, Philosophy of Right, §319, p. 254.

Chapter 5

The MG’s theory of state

205

Material for reflections of this kind would be provided by the media and the way in
which political, economic and social topics are addressed: namely, as ‘problems’. The ‘state
idealism’ of individuals would be manifest in the specific form of media coverage in
bourgeois society, which aims to prove that conflicting interests are essentially compatible, if
everyone is willing to reach a compromise in pursuit of their interests. Accordingly, it is
argued that the demand for ‘realism’ and non-violent settlement of social conflicts is
omnipresent in editorial offices.
For the MG, the idea of the press as the ‘fourth estate’ of democracy therefore has a
true kernel. Bourgeois media make individuals feel intellectually comfortable by offering
them adequate material from which they can form their own opinions. For this task, as the
MG emphasises, it is irrelevant whether individuals prefer tabloid press over the more
elaborated media, or vice versa. Eventually, bourgeois individuals are adequately politicised
for the continuation of their participation in competition; and their confidence in the adequacy
of the capitalist framework for the satisfaction of their material needs is propagated. For the
MG, the bourgeois ideal of the classless national ‘we’ is cultivated in the democratic public;
and the acceptance of the state’s political and economic agenda identified as the precondition
for gaining access to mainstream media.703

5.3.

Discussion

Arguably the most distinctive feature of the MG’s analysis is its anti-statism. The idea that the
democratic state is a neutral shell that can be filled with a revolutionary core was denied on
the basis of Marx’s analysis in Capital. In consideration of the ‘abstract free will’, individuals
comply with competition under capitalism and, in consequence, its adequate form of
government in modern-day democracies. This rigid rejection of the democratic state as a
concept and means for transforming society was, however, the object of heavy criticism.704
For the MG, the theory of state was the pivotal element of its further theory formation,
because it provided its members and sympathisers with notions ‘derived’ at a high level of
abstraction, and offering basic explanations of phenomena such as the constitution, social
state, elections and public in democracy, which played a key role in the group’s political
praxis. Widely criticised among the political left, the MG’s abstinence from contributing to
‘democratic struggle’ that seeks to improve the social circumstances of capitalism, is based to
a large extent on this particular work. Moreover, as the MG’s theory of democratic state did
703
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not offer any theoretical ‘hinges’ for reconnecting with the democratic reality of the Federal
Republic against the background of the historical developments of the late 1970s and early
1980s, the group withstood the New Left’s general decline. In fact, the MG proved able to
recruit new members and broaden its supporter base throughout the 1980s.
Given this, and the fact that at one point in time, Maoist K-Gruppen considered the
People’s Republic of China, Pol Pot’s Cambodia or Enver Hoxha’s Albania as concrete
manifestations of Utopia, it becomes obvious that the New Left’s development was strongly
influenced by politico-theoretical reflections regarding the role of the state. Additionally,
party leaders in these states received delegations of the KPD/AO, KBW and KPD/ML. These
political and ideological ties were already important for the emergence of the K-Gruppen, but
also a relevant factor in their decline. Respective political developments in these countries had
serious repercussions on the legitimacy of a Maoist project in West Germany.
This ‘state fetish’ not only expressed itself in tying one’s own political ambitions to
progressive movements as projection surfaces, but also through the K-Gruppen’s political
appearance as ideal representatives of the people in general, and custodians of the workingclass interest in particular. In conjunction with this positive stance towards the concept of
‘state’, the explicit pairing of socialism and democracy by Maoists, though they were critical
of the latter’s bourgeois-parliamentary form of appearance, provided the basis for their
intellectual-theoretical proximity to the emerging new social movements. In light of this, one
might support Mohr’s depiction of the West German Maoist as a ‘hermaphrodite’ figure,
combining the political rebel, the critic of the bourgeois state with that of the ideal (and
future) public administrator.705 This point seems all the more appropriate considering the KGruppen’s internal structures: portrayed by former members as a ‘state within the state’.706
In terms of the history of ideas, the MG’s recognition of what is termed ‘abstract free will’
introduced a novel aspect to the Marxist state debate. With this conceptual starting point, the
MG derives the most abstract requirements of democratic states, and its general purpose
beyond the old cleavage between instrumentalism and structuralism. Whereas the former
tends to view the state as a neutral instrument to be exploited and manipulated by the
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dominant class, the latter assumes the causal priority of structures over agents and their
particular intentions.707
Although a product of the West German Staatsableitungsdebatte, a debate classified
as ‘structure-centred’708, featuring a simplistic view of the relationship between the state
apparatus and the ruling class, the MG’s theory considers the relevance of agency. However,
in the group’s framework, the state as a neutral instrument is not exclusively ‘exploited’ by
one dominant class but all individuals in their function as ‘private proprietors’. Here, the class
character of the democratic state stems from the principles of competition it promotes and the
idea that the equal treatment of all must benefit those having command over the means of
production or other financial resources. This idea transcended hitherto existing approaches.
The MG’s approach is also compatible with some aspects that Jessop, thought leader
of the current state debate, introduced in recent years. His idea to approach the capitalist state
from a strategic-relational perspective, emphasising the strategically selective nature of the
state and the institutions that comprise it, could be linked with the abstract derivation the MG
developed. Jessop’s claim that the modern capitalist state is more open to some types of
political strategy than others is, from the perspective of Marxism, almost self-evident. It is
thus not coincidental when, for example, Hay refers to the value of Jessop’s theory beyond the
boundaries of Marxist theory formation. In particular, the environmental and feminist
movement, according to Hay, could benefit from Jessop’s dialectical approach. In his
ambition to develop a genuine dialectical approach, Jessop, however, seems unable to
adequately reflect the ‘fetish character’ of the state. His strategic-relational approach, which
entails a statement of the contingency and indeterminacy of social and political change, leaves
room for both the continued reproduction and demise of the capitalist system.709
Here, the MG’s systematic approach could complement Jessop’s work by establishing
a critical basis that puts the dynamic, constant unfolding of the capitalist state in perspective.
If one agrees with the MG that competition is the purpose of the modern capitalist state, the
absolute limitations of this unfolding can be determined. Even though it seems that the West
German debate was, at times, a scholastic task on its own behalf, it provided a firm basis for
understanding the relationship between the state and the capitalist economy. This is what
Werner seemed to have in mind when he emphasised the relevance of the
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Staatsableitungsdebatte to the current debate, which often lacks the appropriate level of
systematic analysis, because of its focus on historical explanations.710
Poulantzas, to whom many authors turned in recent years in order to further their
understanding, criticised the West German state debate as a ‘formalist theoreticism’, which
would be “completely unserviceable in analysing concrete situations, since [related theories]
cannot account the differential forms and transformations of the capitalist state.”711 Although
Poulantzas is right when contending that the often ahistorical concepts developed in the
context of the German state debate would not account for the different manifestations of the
capitalist state, his non-consideration of the formal aspects of Marxist theory formation results
in the conception of the state as an amorphous, inanimate entity. Poulantzas indeed insists on
the state’s particular materiality beyond his definition of it as the “condensate of a relation of
power between struggling classes”, stressing the necessity of ‘asymmetric’ power
relationships; but is not able to derive these from the conceptual constraints.
In light of Poulantzas and Jessop’s approach, it is important to point towards the
potential compatibility of the German Staatsableitungsdebatte’s objective to systematically
conceptualise the origin of the modern capitalist state; and the analyses of concrete situations
which both authors propose. The objectives are not mutually exclusive.712 In fact, the
systematic approach is the theoretical precondition from which to analyse the various forms
which modern states assume due to different power relationships between struggling classes
that, however, occur within a capitalist corset of requirements.
These requirements are analysed in the MG’s study, which does not offer an analysis
of the different forms of appearance of the welfare system in Western Europe, the US or
South Africa, but provides an abstract explanation of the reason why every democratic state
has established such a system. Like other approaches developed during the debate, the group’s
systematic explanation is not a static theory of state. It does not obstruct the analysis of
specific forms of the democratic state over time and in different nations, nor does it deny the
‘historical and moral element’ comprised in different democratic states.
The notion of the bourgeois state, its abstract determination, to which the MG contributes
through its analysis, which explains all facets of democratic rule and politicisation in the
bourgeois public according to the overarching purpose of capital realisation, carries a heavily
anti-state dimension. This is closely related to the group’s interpretation of freedom and
710
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equality. Although the MG’s critique of freedom and equality rests upon implicit references
for how to understand freedom and equality in a broader sense, its total rejection of both
reflects strategic considerations. In doing so, the MG exceeds the well-worn Marxist idea of a
gap between the ideological appearance of the legal form of freedom and equality and the
specific interests that sustain it in such an effective way.
Contrary to the idea that the mere form in which these rights appear involve a
dynamic of their own, a view put forward by Zizek, the MG’s analysis denies the very
existence of such a ‘gap’ and its radical ambiguity. Zizek emphasises the subversive nature of
formal democracy, and argues that
[t]his gap can be read in the standard ‘symptomatic’ way: formal democracy is a
necessary but illusory expression of a concrete social reality of exploitation and class
domination. But it can also be read in the more subversive sense of a tension in which
the ‘appearance’ of égaliberté is not a ‘mere appearance’ but contains an efficacy of its
own, which allows it to set in motion the rearticulation of actual socioeconomic
relations by way of their progressive ‘politicisation’.713

The MG, though not denying that these rights leave traces in the materiality of the state, its
legal structure and the relationships of power, challenges the subversive element implied in
freedom and equality. Instead, the group argues that the mere existence of the state stands in
the way of social emancipation and thus followed Marx, who stated that:
Only when man has recognized and organised his forces propres [own forces] as social
forces, and consequently no longer separates from himself in the shape of political
power, only then will human emancipation have been accomplished.714

For the MG, the historical and political emergence of freedom and equality as legally
protested interest and moral values is bound to ‘conflict particular interests’ that individuals
follow in capitalism, and the will to compete against each other. Accordingly, the purpose of
freedom is derived from the individual’s will to receive protection of property and person.
Again, the group borrows ideas from Hegel, who argued that
[i]n carrying out his duty the individual must in some way or other discover his own
interest, his own satisfaction and recompense. A right must accrue to him out of his
relation to the state, and by this right [i.e. freedom] the universal concern becomes his
own private concern. The particular interest shall in truth be neither set aside nor
suppressed, but be placed in open concord with the universal. In this concord both
particular and universal are enclosed. The individual, who from the point of view of his
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duties is a subject, finds, in fulfilling his civic duties, protection of person and property
[…].715

The MG’s arguments can also be read as a theory of how it is possible for a society of
competing private proprietors with antagonistic interests to persist and reproduce. Within such
a reading, abstract free will and the ideologically adequate politicisation of individuals form
an umbrella under which the stability of the bourgeois society is explained in abstract terms.
Given this, the MG fills an important gap in the Marxist literature on the modern capitalist
state. Ehrbar summarises this progress by pointing out that “a democratic state power can
seem desirable […] only for those individuals who have accepted the situation of a
competitive war of all against all.”716
The common interest in freedom and equality imputed by the MG to individuals of
different classes as the basis of their continuous economic competition established the
foundation upon which criticism of the political form of capitalism arises. In line with Marx,
who argued repeatedly in Capital that in competition, every aspect of modern society appears
in reverse, in a distorted shape, the MG claims that this common interest is in fact the mere
legal and moral means with which to assert the rule of capital.
This thought-provoking hypothesis, which forms the basis of their derivation and
from which the entire line of argument evolves, also implied the key element of the MG’s
agitation. If an individual gained insight into the inappropriateness of competition for the
satisfaction of their material needs, the ‘mystified’ appearance of the bourgeois society would
be resolved. In the MG’s theoretical framework, the ideas of freedom and equality are
explained as existing in total conformity to the capitalist system; and thus deprived of their
emancipatory quality attributed to them, amongst many others, by Zizek and Hirsch.717
The practical doubling of the will into a private and public variant necessitated by competition
and institutionalised in democracy arguably denotes the MG’s boldest analytical step; and set
the group apart from general Marxist discourse. Ehrbar succinctly summarised the
consequences of the group’s theory:
Ruling and being ruled are stripped of all their glitter and reduced to their bare
economic content. It is the subjection of all society, workers and capitalists alike, to the
rule of capital. This is no reason for comfort. The most despotic human dictatorship
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cannot have as much disregard for the consequences of its rule for humanity as is
displayed by the anonymous and unflinching rule of capital.718

The MG’s critique of democracy for its one-dimensional implementation of capital’s
anonymous and unflinching rule, subordinating every aspect of life to the law of capital selfvalorisation, does not leave room for substantial social change. The scope for political action
is limited to developing different judgements about what is and is not conducive to the general
economic-political progress. Since the unitary interest in valorisation does not exist, but only
in the form of an internally inconsistent conglomerate of individual interests, different agents
compete for the realisation of their political perspectives.719 Thus, ideas, such as the ‘long
march through the institutions’, which both Dutschke and Marcuse postulated at the end of the
student movement’s cycle of protest, merely exposed a new form of the radical left’s ‘state
idealism’.
In light of discrepancies between understanding freedom and equality either as a subversive
element or as concepts that entirely comply with capitalism, we are now able to address the
issue of ‘artistic and social total revolution’ as articulated by Luc Boltanski.720 Boltanski deals
with two concepts of ‘total revolution’, which played a key role during and after the global
student movement ― Boltanski terms this the ‘artistic revolution’ ― and aims to overcome
sources of social inequality without challenging the fundamentals of political economy, and
‘social revolution’, which intends to overthrow the capitalist system.
The ongoing revolution in the artistic sphere is correctly identified by Boltanksi as
the most relevant legacy of ‘68’. He refers to the political left’s progress in overcoming
traditional issues, such as race and gender, addressed ever since the student movement and
now widely acknowledged in society as a whole. Given this, the emancipatory nature of
freedom and equality seems to be confirmed by the developments of the last four decades.
However, this ‘artistic revolution’ is not inconsistent with the abstract derivation
formulated by the MG in The Democratic State, because the foundations of democratic
capitalism have not been challenged by the conceptual broadening of what freedom and
equality in modern democracies actually mean. The equal treatment of different races,
genders and sexual preferences, for example, does not suspend the capitalist competition
organised by democratic states. Boltanski’s concluding hypothesis, that the ‘artistic
revolution’, which started in the 1960s might have merely sophisticated the rule of capital,
718
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can be interpreted as a certainty within the conceptual framework provided by the MG.
Whether the MG’s conclusion, derived from its abstract theory of state, adequately grasps the
actual complexity of changes over the last decades, will be subject of future research.
The topicality of a Marxist theory of state results chiefly from the government
takeover of potent left-wing forces in Venezuela and Bolivia and the neo-statist strategies
pursued by the political left in Western Europe.721 Moreover, the popularisation of political
slogans such as ‘We are the 99%’ during current protests against the severe consequences of
the global debt crisis requires a theoretical involvement with the role and, from a more
fundamental perspective, the purpose of the modern capitalist state.
Finally, bearing in mind that all hitherto existing emancipatory movements aimed their
criticism at the state, canvassed for the consideration and realisation of their political
objective, and that these movements were usually not even able to think about, let alone truly
conceptualise social emancipation beyond the state, this surely justifies the MG’s critique of
left-wing politics as state-centric. Despite Marx’s at various points contradictory legacy,
critique of the state appears to be a key facet of Marxist theory formation with which to foster
human emancipation. This aspect was also largely disregarded by the early New Left
movement in West Germany as outlined in Chapter One.
This anti-state position was first revived in the 1960s by Agnoli, the influential
German-Italian intellectual during the West German student movement; then under different
premises and with pronounced political intentions by the MG between 1979 and 1991. In light
of the practical and ideological hegemony of capitalism, this appears to be the genuine
utopian dimension involved in the Marxist body of thought. However, this position was a key
element of the MG’s relative success during the 1980s and also contributes to the explanation
the demise of the New Left after 1976/7.
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Throughout history there were always
bleak and non-utopian times like these.
And there were individuals who carried
wise thoughts through these times.722

This chapter summarises major developments in the years following the ultimate ruin of
(West) Germany’s New Left in 1991. For the continuity of the New Left’s political and
theoretical legacy, I will scrutinise the developments between the historic watershed of
1989/91 and today. The chapter will conclude with a current application of the
Gegenstandpunkt’s body of thought. Arguably the last potent remnant of West Germany’s
New Left, the publishing house has become a generation spanning project, continuing the
theoretical work of the Marxistische Gruppe since 1992.

6.1.

The cessation of rigid organisational structures and Marxist
theory after 1991

After the crisis of Marxism had surfaced in the late 1970s, the New Left’s ambition to
organise political opposition to capitalist society was largely abandoned. The concomitant
ending of the ‘red decade’ resulted in the collapse of the majority of West Germany’s radical
left organisations (see figure 1). The collapse of the ‘really existing’ socialist regimes in
Eastern Europe between 1989 and 1991 caused a second grave crisis for the remaining New
Left organisations and circles, which had continued to uphold a critical stance towards
capitalism on the basis of Marx’s legacy during the 1980s.
In 1991, both the already substantially decimated Kommunistischer Bund and the
Marxistische Gruppe dissolved. The majority of the remaining New Left regarded as obsolete
the analytical frameworks and patterns of thinking of the Cold War era. Itself a product of this
era, the New Left was suffering from a severe identity crisis by its end. As the post-1968
radical left could no longer explicitly or implicitly refer to the October Revolution as the
symbol for the global revolutionary project, no matter how critical the different strands were
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of the actual manifestation of socialism in the Soviet Union and its satellite states, it sank into
political abyss.723 For the first time since 1917, the economic, political and ideological
hegemony of capitalism went globally unchallenged. The People’s Republic of China, though
de jure still a Communist state and therefore the last powerful remnant of the ideological
conflicts of the 20th century, has been de facto no exception to this.724
With the exception of the intellectually and politically insignificant MarxistischLeninistische Partei Deutschlands (MLPD, Marxist-Leninist Party of Germany), the
Arbeiterbund für den Wiederaufbau der KPD (AB, Workers League for the Reestablishment
of the Communist Party of Germany) and the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house, no
remnants of the Marxist New Left continued to exist.
Given the grave crisis of Marxism during the years of change, Georg Fülberth,
professor of political science and closely linked to the DKP, stated his belief in the end of the
organised radical left within a few years.725 Others already declared the ultimate ruin of the
entire political left in the aftermath of the historic events of 1989-91; thus supporting Francis
Fukuyama’s idea of an ‘end of history’.726 Even though Fülberth was mistaken in such a bold
statement, he was correct in foreseeing the severe difficulties of the radical left in retaining its
supporter base and remaining or, more precisely, re-establishing itself as a potent political
factor. Indeed, between 1991 and 2009, the total membership figures of all radical left
organisations in Germany as a whole remained relatively low: ranging between 25,000 and
29,500, as compared with the approximately 80,000 activists of the mid-1970s in West
Germany alone.727
As in other West European countries, the party representing the ‘old left’ in West
Germany suffered the most from the end of the Cold War. The East German-affiliated DKP
lost 90% of its membership within a few years.728 In contrast to traditional Communist Parties
in countries, such as Italy and the UK, the DKP, however, did not dissolve and remains active
even now, albeit without any considerable influence on political and intellectual life.
The impact of the years of change was further intensified by the nationalist rupture
that occurred in 1989/90. As activists felt forced to take a position regarding the proposed
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German-German unification and thus clarify their relationship to Germany in particular and
nationhood in general, almost all radical left organisations were affected by disputes regarding
the ‘German question’.729 Even the members of the Sozialistisches Büro, a undogmatic and
influential forum, in which several prominent New Left intellectuals, such as Joachim Hirsch,
Elmar Altvater and Oskar Negt, participated during the 70s and 80s, and which was known
for its ideological tolerance, divided over this issue.730
Months before the fall of the Berlin Wall, an important attempt to counteract the
political impotence of the radical left was initiated. In April 1989, remnants of still existing
Marxist-Leninist factions, DKP members, autonomists and undogmatic leftists formed the
radical left coalition initiative, Radikale Linke (RL, Radical Left), which aimed to lay the
foundations of an informal renewal network.731 The use of the term Radikale Linke alone was
a novelty. Until then, Marxist-Leninist strands used to delimit themselves from ‘radical left’
movements, which Lenin had criticised as the ‘child illness of Communism’ three years after
the October Revolution.732 In particular, those West German parties and factions supporting
the regimes that formed the ‘really existing’ socialist camp criticised any forms of radical
‘leftism’ before 1989 as ‘petit bourgeois’.
The term ‘leftism’ itself had pejorative connotations in pro-Moscow circles and
amounted merely to a defamation of political opponents with the goal of de-legitimating their
political goals and agitation efforts against the ‘really existing’ manifestations of socialism in
Eastern Europe.733 The emergence of the RL platform, however, was soon overwhelmed by
the historic changes culminating in German unification on 3 October 1990. When the
‘German question’ became urgent in spring 1990, the RL organised a rally in Frankfurt,
attended by approximately 20,000 demonstrators. Under the motto of ‘Germany? Never
again!’ the rally attracted activists from all important strands of the radical left, suggesting
that hitherto existing lines of conflict between organisations of the political far left in the postCold War era had been overcome.734 Considering its anti-statist approach, the MG did not feel
obliged to take positions regarding the pros and cons of a unified Germany and its burdened
history.
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Furthermore, at this demonstration against the unification of both German states on 12
May 1990, the Antideutschen (‘anti-Germans’) strand, which became influential during the
1990s and 2000s, had its public foundation date. Even though the historical ‘German
question’ was solved by the ‘Two Plus Four’ Agreement in September 1990, with the result of
the re-united Germany becoming fully sovereign on 15 March 1991, the practical attitude
towards this new German state split the radical left. This occurred soon after the coalition
initiative under the leadership of the RL was able to initiate ‘red table discussions’ to develop
further co-operation. The RL also invited like-minded activists to two congresses on the
future of Germany’s radical left, but failed in their attempt to establish a standing committee
or alternative forms of co-operation.735 In fact, diverging attitudes towards Germany’s suspect
history and disputes over the anticipation of new hegemonic ambitions in Europe terminated
the collaboration among different radical left strands. In particular, the second Gulf War in
1991 contributed to the ending of the short-lived ‘hunger for discussions’ in and around the
RL initiative.736
For the majority of individuals involved with the radical left, the existential crisis
implied a self-critical evaluation of hitherto applied practical approaches, theoretical
foundations and the potential further development of radical left projects. In the context of
what historian Eric Hobsbawn describes as the end of the ‘short century’, the radical left was
more than ever concerned about itself and its further existence. The recurring question ‘what
is to be done?’ became once again highly relevant for the radical left, and was controversially
discussed.
In June 1993, for example, Konkret, publisher of one of Germany’s most influential
left-wing periodicals, held a congress in Hamburg under that very slogan. Among the
participants were Germany’s left-wing heavyweights, such as Thomas Ebermann, Karl Held,
Jutta Ditfurth, Hermann Gremlitza and the young Sarah Wagenknecht, who has become one
of the leading public figures of Die Linke and its most prominent thought leader in recent
years. Despite the realisation of this congress, which brought together activists representing
divergent strands of the German radical left, the early 1990s confirmed the considerable
differences between, for example, proponents of the ‘anti-German’ approach (e.g. Hermann
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Gremlitza), the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house (e.g. Karl Held) and former ‘eco
socialists’ (e.g. Jutta Ditfurth, Thomas Ebermann).737
The process of realignment in the early 1990s, however, had various important results,
which have shaped the radical left until the present day. First, the fragmentation of the radical
left assumed a new form during and after the years of change. Against the interlude of the
Gründungsfieber738 period in the wake of the student movement, the question of organisation
was turned down. No significant amalgamation of radical left activists occurred; whilst the
remaining organised forces, such as the MLPD and DKP, have eked out a niche existence
with little impact on Marxist, let alone general political or academic discourse. From an
organisational perspective, the radical left has been thrown back to the era of the first phase of
West Germany’s New Left until the mid-1960s, when informal discussion groups and Marxist
theory training circles were common practice. Beyond that, many radical left intellectuals and
activists began to collaborate with particular periodicals and publishers. Thus, informal
organisation structures have become predominant.739
Second, two currents hitherto on the fringes gained strength, and have since the early
1990s shaped the German leftist scene. Both the Antifa movement (acronym for anti-fascism),
predominantly occupied with fighting nationalism and racism, and the Antideutschen current,
which opposes a particular form of German nationalism that, according to their premise, has
been invigorated after the unification in 1990 and re-assessed the historical debt to Israel,
significantly contributed to the development of the radical left. The anti-German current
exemplifies the informal organisation of the radical left as supporters group around the
periodical Bahamas and the publishing house ça ira.740
Third, the dominant force of the former GDR’s single-party system, the Socialist Unity
Party of Germany, transformed itself into an all-German political force. This was achieved by
breaking from its Marxist-Leninist tradition, and positioning itself left of social democracy as
a mainstream party and an electoral alternative to its ‘new centre’ (Neue Mitte) policy. The
party, already renamed as the Partei des Demokratischen Sozialismus (PDS, Party of
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Democratic Socialism) in the spring of 1990, gradually gained voter support in the postunification era. At the general election in 1998, it became an integral part of the German
political system, which therewith turned into a five-party one. Moreover, after a brief slump in
support between 2002 and 2005, the PDS merged with the newly founded West German
Wahlalternative: Arbeit und Soziale Gerechtigkeit (WASG, The Electoral Alternative: Labour
and Social Justice) in 2007. Both organisations formed the new all-German party, Die Linke
(The Left), but have even been able to integrate the radical factions into one left-wing party.
The Communist Platform and the Marxist Forum of Die Linke and their intellectual
heavyweights, such as Sarah Wagenknecht, have been successful in tying Communist
activists to a party which, whilst campaigning for democratic socialism, decided to play the
game of parliamentary democracy and is already in the middle of a normalisation and deradicalisation process.741
Fourth, the Autonomen (autonomists), which reappeared as a political factor in West
Germany in 1980 after a brief period of prosperity in the early 1970s, established itself as an
independent, heterogeneous driving force of radical left politicking vaguely based on
anarchist ideologies. The Autonomen linked their efforts to the new social movements;
however, they frequently exceed the content-related and practical limitations of these both by
opposing capitalism and through their propensity towards violence. Thus, they can be
understood as the most radical arm of these movements. In particular, ongoing campaigns
against nuclear waste transport and neo-fascist tendencies are accompanied by activists
associated with the Autonomen milieu.742

6.2.

The resuming of the Marxistische Gruppe’s legacy by the
Gegenstandpunkt publishing house

The Marxistische Gruppe, which emerged from the German unification process without
diminution of its political activism or membership, was officially dissolved in 1991 after the
Verfassungsschutz published its extensive booklet on the organisation’s ideology, objectives
and working methods.743 This voluntary self-liquidation came as a surprise to political
opponents and the media.744 Indeed, Fülberth argued in Konkret that there was no need to
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capitulate to state authorities – namely, the Ministry of the Interior and the associated Federal
Office for the Protection of the Constitution – because the publication would not have
changed the MG’s situation at all. He further explained that state authorities had no realistic
chance of banning the MG, because the group never stirred up hatred against the democratic
order, but merely interpreted its existence and purpose. Fülberth therefore concluded that the
MG reacted in a ‘state of panic’ when dissolving the organisation in consequence of those
state activities which had been subject to their ideological criticism since its early days as a
Munich-based student organisation.745
Without going into detail, Fülberth claimed that there had been discussions within
the organisation for years regarding its strategic direction, because the MG, like the entire
radical left in the late 1980s, would have been plagued by the nagging consciousness of its
absolute political irrelevance.746 This idea appears to be indirectly supported by a former
member of the MG, who stated that various members decided to discontinue their political
work after the MG’s dissolution in 1991 and privatise rather than regroup around the
Gegenstandpunkt publishing house.747 Against Fülberth’s assumption, however, the
establishment of the Gegenstandpunkt by former leading members of the MG in 1992,
comments on state surveillance prior to its dissolution and interviews support the idea that he
was wrong regarding the group’s supposed panic and political irrelevance as the main reason
for its dissolution.748
However, the MG’s dissolution did not take place within a historical vacuum.
Although from an organisational viewpoint unaffected by the unification process and the
‘national question’, it would have been naïve for the MG not to take the far-reaching
implications of the new status quo into account. Indeed, two interviewees confirmed that the
decision to dissolve the MG was influenced by these historical developments in the sense that
the increased risk of endangering the professional careers of members and individuals loosely
associated with the MG ultimately became ‘disproportional’ to the realities of the early postCold War era and the ultimate collapse of the left New Left’s project.749 As an organisation
which incessantly insisted on realism given the remote prospect of overthrowing bourgeois
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society, the MG interpreted the publishing of the Verfassungsschutz’s booklet in 1991 and the
state’s ever-increasing surveillance activities as bringing a new quality into the political
repression against its members. Although it is doubtful to assume that state authorities
systematically expanded the employment ban against radicals to the private sector, the MG
perceived the release of four of its members from positions in 1988 as a new form of state
repression. The private sector companies asked to release employees associated with the MG
were education providers funded by the regional federation of employers in Bavaria.750
Accordingly, the group of authors editing the MSZ argued in its final volume that the MG had
no intentions to further ‘sacrifice’ individuals for the group’s political goals, considering its
impotence in igniting political change.751
In light of all this, the MG was forced to relativise the polemical outlining of its stance
towards the societies of really existing socialism a year after the following assertion was
published in 1990: “If they [Communists in Eastern Europe] disappear with their system and
their state, our conditions [for political work] don’t change at all.”752 Even though the group
was wise not to confound the political situation abroad with the possibilities for political
change in Germany, the MG was nonetheless confronted with the consequences of the
disappearance of ‘really existing socialism’, insofar as Verfassungsschutz was keen on
liquidating the remaining influential elements of the radical left and thus to draw a line under
the ideological conflict which had superimposed itself upon international politics during the
‘short century’.753
From a broader perspective, the MG’s dissolution, expedited by state surveillance, is another
example for the radical left’s tendency for retreat in the wake of the collapse of the
communist bloc. With the Cold War over, activists grouped around the Gegenstandpunkt
publishing house have regressed, from an organisational point of view, to the period before
the Red Cells movement began its ‘re-appropriation’ of Marx’s work in the wake of the
student movement.
Against rumours circulating among the radical left and the assertion of the
Verfassungsschutz that Gegenstandpunkt would be an organisational replacement for the MG,
an interviewee stressed that the latter was a revolutionary organisation, while the former is a
project to foster Marxist theory formation in continuation of the MG’s work.754 This, of
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course, would not hinder the re-establishment of a revolutionary organisation on the platform
of the Gegenstandpunkt. Given this, it could be argued that although the Gegenstandpunkt is
not an organisation, it provides the potential basis for a renewed ‘MG’, if supporters believe
this step is appropriate in light of general political developments.
Then again, for its members, the MG was merely the means to promote their
individual interest in overthrowing bourgeois society; they opposed becoming objectified by
the organisation’s agenda, e.g. sacrificing themselves for the common good of the
organisation, an act which had positive connotations among K-Gruppen.755 To members, the
organisation had no end in itself, but was understood to be the decisive means for the intended
(long-term) goal of revolution by its members. Thus, many activists decided not to continue
their political work in the informal groups affiliated with the Gegenstandpunkt publishing
house, because, as one interviewee emphasised, without the adequate means at a
revolutionary’s disposal, i.e. the ‘party’, no rational arguments would exist for continuing an
individual’s political work and corresponding investment of resources.756 The MG, internally
referred to as the ‘club’, was in this sense understood to be a party. However, in contrast to KGruppen, the MG did not apply for recognition as an official party taking part in the
parliamentary system.
The idea of being a political party in the most abstract sense of the word was not taken
over by Gegenstandpunkt.757 Given with the scant prospect of transforming capitalism, groups
affiliated with the publishing house currently focus on the ideological training of their
sympathisers, to preserve the body of acquired critical ‘knowledge’ about bourgeois society
and academic theories. Training courses are held on Marx’s analysis in Capital Vol. I-III, the
MG’s theory of state, the relationship of poverty and wealth, and modern imperialism. One
consequence of this approach is that Gegenstandpunkt neither agitates for its theoretical work
at universities, nor in companies or trade unions. Today, leaflets are only occasionally
distributed at larger demonstrations at local or national level. Examples have included the G8
summit in Heiligendamm in 2007 and rallies organised by the German Federation of Trade
Unions against the effects of the current financial crisis.758
In contrast to the radical left’s trend to re-adjust hitherto advocated political beliefs
and theoretical positions, Gegenstandpunkt and its closely related intellectuals continued on
the basis of the MG’s work. It further developed the theory formation started by the MG and,
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until the present day, has not corrected its main lines of thought. For Gegenstandpunkt,
neither the notion of political economy as analysed by Marx, nor the derivations of the
democratic-capitalist state, psyche of bourgeois individuals and analysis of the principles of
imperialism have lost their cogency.
In recent years, authors of the Gegenstandpunkt collective have now and again written
guest contributions for various left-wing journals, magazines and newspapers; and thus
continued to advance radical left discourse beyond the boundaries of their periodical’s
readership. For example, both its current editor-in-chief, Peter Decker, and Theo Wentzke,
have participated in panel discussions and published articles on various topics in Jungle
World and Junge Welt. The financial crisis has been central to Gegenstandpunkt’s publication
activities more recently.759
In addition, in 1997, it re-started regular teach-ins in numerous university towns,
mostly in Germany but also Austria, Switzerland, the US and Denmark. In contrast to the
period of the MG’s existence, the agitation, however, has become rather less contentious.
Moreover, academic ‘guest speakers’ hold talks and only formally distance themselves from
Gegenstandpunkt’s theoretical work. Among others, Freerk Huisken and Margaret Wirth
function as guest speakers at events organised by the publishing house. These speakers are an
integral part of the Gegenstandpunkt’s process of theory formation and, according to
interviewees, also contribute to its periodical and otherwise promote the work of the
Gegenstandpunkt.760 Moreover, the VSA publishing house in Hamburg, committed to
broadening the discourse of the German political left, has published various books of authors
supporting the theoretical work of Gegenstandpunkt since the 2000s and established a subgroup of publications of authors related to the GSP.761 Radio programmes in Hamburg,
Vienna, Stuttgart, Munich, Marburg and Frankfurt/Main support all these efforts.762
With its dissenting views on fundamental issues of Marxist theory and current affairs,
Gegenstandpunkt has remained what Gerber termed the ‘enfant terrible’ of Germany’s radical
left in reference to the MG, in doing so, continued the legacy of the New Left.763 Today,
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according to numbers provided by the Verfassungsschutz, the publishing house has
approximately 10,000 supporters, albeit these numbers, which assume a relatively stable
supporter base since the dissolution of the MG in 1991, must be treated with caution.
Interviewees pointed out that the numbers of active participants in Gegenstandpunkt’s
theoretical work have tended to decrease slightly until recently.764

6.3.

Has the radical left entered parliament in Germany? Die
Linke and its relationship to the radical left

During the early 1990s, the radical left was not consolidated. New lines of conflict
increasingly superseded the salient ideological battlegrounds of the Cold War era and many
activists reformulated their political positions. During these years, authors associated with
Gegenstandpunkt published numerous articles in the Konkret journal. These collaborations
also led to a discussion between Karl Held, then editor-in-chief of Gegenstandpunkt
periodical, and the political heavyweight of the PDS, Gregor Gysi, then leader of his party in
the German Bundestag, in 1994. Both debated the question of how to deal with parliamentary
democracy in order to foster system-changing politics. Unlike Gegenstandpunkt, the PDS
decided to work within this system, not to undermine capitalist rule from within, which had
become an absolute minority position within the PDS and the recently established Die Linke
party, but to achieve the best deal for the people’s vested interests.765
What Cas Mudde describes as the combination of ‘soft socialism’ and left-populism
had already emerged in Gysi’s line of argument in 1994.766 The general development of
contemporary radical left parties in Western Europe from a vanguard of proletarian interests
to ‘vox populi’ ― the idea that the electorate needs a new alternative left of established socialdemocratic parties, which advocates the interests and rights of the populace against ‘the
powers that be’ ― is exemplified by Die Linke and its predecessor organisations, the PDS and
WSAG.767
Even though the term ‘vox populi’ is in the strict sense not novel, because as argued
above, the radical left always assumed an identity of interests between its own political-
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economic goals and the actual interests of the ‘masses’ or the ‘people’, the distinctive
populism advocated by many contemporary radical left organisations has, it must be
acknowledged, a new quality. Especially new is the populist idea that society is separated into
two heterogeneous groups: the people vs. the elite or the ‘99% vs. the 1%’.
This idea negates the traditional far left distinction between antagonistic classes and
the principles of capitalism as the roots of socio-economic imbalances. Without the politicotheoretical detour of materialist criticism and the arguments derived thereof, far left populism
addresses the non-conceptual immediacy of individuals’ consciousness and merely seizes
upon their socio-economic discontent. Marx’s approach to develop a socialist theory from an
inherent critique of bourgeois society, rather than the mere miseries suffered by individuals, is
thus not considered.
Accordingly, Gysi’s ambition to ‘aggravate’ the German political class from the left
wing of the political spectrum had been an expression of the party’s transformation from
socialist state-party to becoming a successful representative of left-populism, firmly
integrated into the system of democratic capitalism, one could even say in its socialdemocratic tradition. Therefore, the dispute between Held and Gysi touched upon the old line
of conflict between reformist and revolutionary approaches that has not lost its topicality or
potential to divide the political left.768
In recent years, Die Linke has established itself as an influential factor on the left of
the political spectrum, employing the expression of their ideological beliefs as a cosmetic and
rhetoric means.769 Considering its apparent strategy to establish itself as ‘vox populi’ on the
left margin of social democracy and a firmly integrated party of the parliamentary system, it
appears that the electoral success of Die Linke and its development into an all-German party,
is the manifestation of the above addressed de-radicalisation of the left-wing discourse in
Germany. This is also supported by its recent success at the German general elections, at
which Die Linke was able to recruit the majority of its new voters from the social
democrats.770
Bearing this in mind, Hough’s analysis that Die Linke is Germany’s most prominent
anti-capitalist party does not stand up. Although Hough himself contradicts this in his essay
on the party’s new programme, by pointing out that it aims to overhaul instead of overthrow
768
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the capitalist economic system, he clings to the idea of Die Linke as anti-capitalist; and thus
downplays the party’s affirmative stance towards reforming capitalism expressed in its party
programme and, more importantly, its political practise in numerous state governments.771
The extreme marginal position of the radical left, which has almost completely
vanished from the public perception, is sometimes breached by members of the ideologically
moderate Die Linke only for them to publicly renounce, or at least strongly relativise, the
support of fundamental political and economic change. The radical rhetoric of leading Die
Linke politicians therefore merely causes heated debates about political correctness, without
igniting more serious arguments.
Accordingly, on 3 January 2011, an interview given by Die Linke’s co-chairwoman,
Gesine Lötzsch, caused a politico-moral scandal, because she emphasised that the party
denies the idea that capitalism would mark the end of history, and still fights for the
implementation of democratic socialism. Even though Lötzsch remained unclear about the
nature of this form of socialism, conservative, liberal and social-democratic politicians
vehemently criticised her comment and queried the conformity of Lötzsch’s comment with
the German constitution. Several opponents demanded further, more comprehensive
observation of Die Linke by the Verfassungsschutz.772
Despite the inability of radical factions within the party to gain influence, there are
discussions in radical circles not affiliated with Die Linke as to what extent collaboration
among the political far left is feasible and what kind of role the financially and politically
most potent party can play in this context.773 Therefore, the relationship of the radical left and
Die Linke can at best be characterised as highly ambivalent. Although the party’s student
organisation, Die Linke.SDS, the abbreviation refers to the tradition of the original SDS as an
agent of the political revolt in the 1960s, canvasses for the overthrow of capitalism by,
amongst other things, organising Capital reading courses, there is no indication that the party
is nearing a pronounced radical turn. However, according to an interviewee, individuals
politicised in Die Linke.SDS are not shy of attending events organised by other organisations
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and publishing houses. The current afflux of individuals interested in the work of
Gegenstandpunkt capitalises on the impartiality of these and likeminded young activists.774
The following section briefly discusses the reflections of Sarah Wagenknecht,
arguably Die Linke’s most radical and prominent ideologist, regarding the causes of the
current financial crisis; as well as Gegenstandpunkt’s critique of her approach. This will allow
the reader to understand some of the main lines of conflict among today’s German far left,
especially as other authors raise similar concerns about Wagenknecht’s system-affirming
approach and also exemplify Gegenstandpunkt’s basic idea of what caused the financial crisis.

6.4.

‘Freedom instead of capitalism’: a brief reflection on the
descrepancies between Die Linke and the Gegenstandpunkt

In her book, Freiheit statt Kapitalismus (‘Freedom instead of Capitalism’), Wagenknecht
reflects on the causes and consequences of the global financial crisis. She opens her line of
argument by stating that “capitalism fails not only socially. It primarily fails to fulfil its own
expectations.”775 Wagenknecht asserts that in principle, the crisis is not the product of the
necessity to accumulate capital but alien to those principles inherent to capitalism. She
identifies negative phenomena and separates them from capitalism’s current form of
appearance.
The title, ‘Freedom instead of Capitalism’, in itself reveals Wagenknecht’s practical
intentions, referring to an infamous conservative election slogan during the 1970s, which
contrasted the concepts of freedom and socialism. By counter-posing the ideas of freedom and
capitalism, she criticises the present manifestation of the latter; and thus affirms the idea and
ideal of the social market economy as practised in the immediate post-war era. This is
linguistically emphasised by contrasting the terms ‘capitalism’ and ‘market economy’,
implying the ruthlessness of the former and social acceptability of the latter. Wagenknecht
concludes that the genuine ideas of market economy lead directly to socialism, “a form of
socialism that does not hold centralism in high esteem but meritocracy and competition.”776
For Gegenstandpunkt and its affiliated intellectuals, Wagenknecht’s idea that
capitalism contradicts its own ideals when failing to fulfil its own expectations of steady
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economic growth is misleading.777 In its periodical, Gegenstandpunkt argues that the logic of
capital accumulation mostly lacks the consideration of social issues. Wagenknecht’s modern
left-wing thinking therefore would appear void of any insights which Marx provided
regarding the principles, purpose and inherent necessity of this “odd sort of production of
wealth that does not fit well with its producers.”778
Considering the MG’s theory of state presented in the previous chapter, it is
consistent with this that Wagenknecht is also attacked for her contraposition of freedom and
capitalism. It is argued that freedom constitutes the adequate judicial and ideological basis on
which the self-valorisation of capital prospers.
In contrast, Wagenknecht criticises the fact that businesses release employers despite
being profitable, the simultaneous increase in dividends and contract workers, and the
negative effects of global players on markets and the political autonomy of decision.
Moreover, the free flow of capital and competition among privately owned companies would
cause social hardship in Germany and other developed countries. Accordingly, the ‘business
model’ of market-listed companies is criticised for its undermining consequences on its own
economic basis.
Obviously, global players have a decreasing interest in the core tasks of commercial
enterprises, in research and innovation, in long-term investments, in highest quality, in
customer wishes.779

Even though Wagenknecht is acquainted with the idea that the “decisive motif of the capitalist
production is the realisation of profits,”780 she clings to her position that the market-based
necessity of cost efficiency and maximisation of profit could coincide with the material
interests of wage earners as it did, according to her analysis, during the golden age of
capitalism. She also insists that wage dumping, for example, would be counter-productive to
the long-term interests of capitalists to accumulate wealth in the form of money. Systematic
wage reductions and tax savings would lead to a diminishing portion of wages and ratio of
government expenditure to gross national product; and thus undermine the essential
conditions of capital accumulation. Here, she asserts that capitalism cannot function without
growth and stresses the self-imposed long-term damage of short-term profit seeking.781 Thus,
Wagenknecht promotes the self-limitation of capitalists to secure the long-term benefits she
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identifies with the economic system, i.e. production of use-value, and making the selfvalorisation of capital crisis-proof.
Wagenknecht postulates a return to the principles of social market economy that,
according to her analysis, significantly contributed to the 1950s economic miracle in West
Germany. Disregarding the specific historical situation of the early Cold War era,
Wagenknecht’s proposed reform agenda aims, for the most part, to revive the economic
policy and ideals of Ludwig Erhard, Secretary of Trade and Industry during the 1950s and
1960s. The strict regulation of market economy and nationalisation of core industries are
identified as the key elements of what she coins ‘creative socialism’. Social-democratic
policies of the past are thus understood to hold the key for the establishment of socialism in
the 21st century. Considering Wagenknecht’s line of thought, Hough’s judgement of Die
Linke as the largest anti-capitalist party must once more be challenged. The Marxist critique
of the principles of private property and capitalism is abandoned in her work and replaced by
criticism of greed. A former leader of Die Linke’s Communist Platform, Wagenknecht
pursues a reform-oriented path to social change.
In contrast, Gegenstandpunkt continues to insist on the inseparability of the alleged
positive and negative consequences of capitalism.782 In its work, the popular idea of greed as
the main cause of the current financial crisis is rejected and reduced to its ‘systemic’ origin.
As monetary capital does not have a quality of its own, it is, according to the publishing
house, critical for the system of capitalism to maximise the return of capital. For
Gegenstandpunkt, Wagenknecht’s ideas are consistent with the interpretation of Die Linke as
the new party representing the old ideals of social democracy, following its shift to the centre
of the political spectrum in the late 1990s.783 Its approach once more prevents the
Gegenstandpunkt from making any concessions to the existing developmental potential of
capitalism and in particular the democratic state’s regulation thereof. In reference to
Luxemburg it must be concluded that Wagenknecht and Die Linke follow different political
and economic goals than those activists supporting the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house.

6.5.

Discussion and outlook

With regard to its supporter base and influence on intellectual life, Germany’s radical left has
not yet recovered from the ‘crisis of Marxism’ and eventual historical caesura of 1989/91. The
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‘red decade’ of 1967 to 1976/7 remains a unique historical interplay, characterised by the
‘reconstruction’ of Marxist theory and intense political activism inspired by Third World
revolutionary movements and ideologies, of which Maoism was the most popular.
The only serious attempt to co-ordinate a concerted approach among activists of the
radical left, the Radikale Linke platform, emerged at the historical interface which culminated
in the unification of Germany and thus, against its own intention, marked the end of the New
Left’s cycle instead of initiating its political revival. Over the past two decades and against the
background of numerous controversial events and developments, such as the NATO bombing
of Serbia, the military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the ideological dominance of
neoliberalism, no significant revitalisation of the radical left has taken place.
Moreover, neither the ideologically diffuse anti-globalisation movement, nor the
emergence of neo-socialist regimes in South America, have contributed to a significant
comeback of radical leftism, albeit interest in Capital reading courses and its interpretation
has increased in recent years.784 In a broader context, the demise of the Soviet sphere of
influence has not been succeeded by a new manifestation of anti-capitalism in Germany and
Western Europe. Even those radical left parties to have experienced any electoral success, of
which the ruling communist party in Cyprus is the most prominent example, have practically
abandoned genuine anti-capitalist strategies.
Today, no specific strand of the radical left is expected to emerge as the new driving
force of social change. In fact, those radical parties generating high proportions of the
electorate’s votes tend to shift in the direction of ideological moderation and support a ‘total
revolution’ merely from an artistic point of view. Their ‘anti-capitalism’ manifests itself in a
form that demands capitalism to function according to its own ideals, as outlined by
Wagenknecht in the previous section785
The criticism of ideology provided by Gegenstandpunkt and its affiliated intellectuals has
continued the Marxistische Gruppe’s project of theory formation since 1992. Their
destructive approach proved a key element of Gegenstandpunkt’s continuing existence and
exertion of influence on the respective milieu. By interpreting Marxism as a theory that
“want[s] to find the new world through criticism of the old one,”786 the publishing house has
rejected the specific concretisation of utopia ever since. On the basis of conceptualising the
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alternative form of society’s organisation as ex negative, proponents of Gegenstandpunkt’s
theoretical work have not required to develop a concrete alternative to bourgeois mass
societies and relied on critique as the sine qua non for establishing unity among social critics.
Hence, hostility towards the publishing house has remained since the 1980s apogee of the
Marxistische Gruppe.787
Yet although the existence and further development of the body of thought introduced
by the Rote Zelle/Arbeitskonferenz and its affiliates in the early 1970s is accompanied by
harsh criticism of some political opponents, it is fair to suggest that general animosity
between factions of the radical left has significantly reduced since 1991. Without struggling
for supremacy over a relatively potent movement, the reasons for excessive turf battles have
disappeared.788
Considering Gegenstandpunkt’s approach, it is seems unlikely that its supporters will
ignite any extra-parliamentary opposition in the future. The anti-actionist strategy allows for
the production of criticism of ideology, but isolates the publishing house from any immediate
practical approaches with which to stimulate change. By dismissing any alliance with
organisations constructively contributing to democracy and capitalism, Gegenstandpunkt not
only reduces the already slim chances for creating social change, but also ‘immunises’
Marxist theory and praxis against its critics. Accordingly, it is thus no surprise that already in
the mid-1970s the Gegenstandpunkt’s predecessor, the RZ/AK, was criticised for its ‘selfsufficient habitus’.789 With Hegel it can be argued that the fear to make active mistakes is
most harmful and only helps to preserve forms of absolute passive errors.790
Yet the utopian dimension of Gegenstandpunkt’s project of theory formation, its
rejection of alternative praxis in the here and now, refers to a much broader problem of
Marxism. Its ultimate political goal impedes any system-conforming action, but Marxists
nonetheless operate within the bourgeois society, which they aim to overthrow. The radical
left, which relates its political efforts to Marx’s legacy, must find a way to appropriately deal
with the problems it cannot solve because of the antithetic nature of its subject of criticism,
i.e. bourgeois society. The paradox implied in the conflict between, from a Marxist
perspective, indispensable theoretical opposition to bourgeois society and the practical
necessities of an individual’s life reality seems irreconcilable. Thus, the fundamental issue of
whether or not a Marxist-inspired pattern of radical social transformation will be achieved
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through pro-parliamentary activism or destructive extra-parliamentary opposition has not lost
its topicality.
If a ‘new’ New Left is ever to establish the momentum necessary to radically
transform the capitalist system and thereby contribute to the emancipation of beings from the
necessities inherent within it, has to find answers to these fundamental questions. Neither the
MG nor Gegenstandpunkt has contributed to the development of practical solutions. To
achieve this emancipation, it will be important to deconstruct ‘bourgeois science’ and
Marxism, which will make it possible to learn from the insights of both, yet simultaneously
develop a synthetic theory that links its efforts to social reality as the unavoidable startingpoint of political change.791 As innovative and thought-provoking as Gegenstandpunkt’s
criticism of ideology might be in some respects, the idea that the ‘new world’ could
exclusively be found in the criticism of the old is illusory, because it over-estimates the
capabilities and willingness of the silent majority to scrutinise its material situation that has
improved dramatically over the last two or three generations:
The path to become the revolutionary subject as stipulated by the AK-faction Munich
(i.e. the predecessor organisation of the MG) is actually nothing else then the
projection of the bourgeois intellectual’s path to become a socialist: to work oneself
through to the theoretical understanding of the entire movement.792

Despite its inability to lead the way out of this political and ideological impasse, the
publishing house has continued to generate a Hegelian-inspired further development of
Marx’s original work, by deconstructing mainstream and Marxist theories for the last two
decades and continuing a key aspect of the New Left’s legacy. Those theorists contributing to
the ideological body of Gegenstandpunkt, precisely because of its alleged unworldly
approach, offer the radical left a valuable possibility to chafe its ideas against the publishing
house’s ideological criticism.
In summary, the radical left’s bumpy road back to the future is yet to be constructed; and
amid this context, the role of the recently established Die Linke remains to be seen. It however
seems a chimera to believe in this new left party as a potential transmission belt for further
systemic change. For such a political role, Die Linke is too adapted to the current political
system and its dictates of realpolitik that render impossible any fundamental criticism,
because any policy has to be practically and financially feasible and thus generally
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compatible with the interests pursued in capitalist society. As an inevitable consequence of
this intellectual integration and the inherent realism of the party, no elaborated theoretical
objections to bourgeois society have even been formulated by the party leadership or leading
ideologists, such as Wagenknecht. In Marx’s terminology, the party can best be described as
an assembly of ‘bourgeois socialists’.793
Considering the establishment of Die Linke in particular and predicament of the
radical left in general, the ‘adhesiveness’ of bourgeois institutions does not bode well for the
prospect of fundamental change in Germany’s modern capitalist society.794 Currently, none of
the autonomous movement, the descending anti-German string, other leftist movements or
those associated with the Gegenstandpunkt publishing house are able to help the radical left
overcome its paralysis.
It will be interesting to observe whether the forthcoming generation can alter this state
of affairs at all; or, indeed, whether the global economic crisis ultimately results in any
challenge being made to the ideological hegemony of capitalism. Whatever the future will
bring, it has become abundantly obvious that no external circumstances will determine the
fate of those political forces left of social democracy. No emancipatory conclusions can and
will be drawn just from experiencing and enduring capitalism.
Today, the ‘teacup world’ of the radical left is what it had been prior to the student
movement of the 1960s: an extreme minority position on the fringes of the political landscape,
which is also the consequence of the integration of the artistic critique of capitalism into
bourgeois society, a critique that is also a facet of social revolutionary approaches (though
usually considered to be a ‘side-contradiction’). Revolutionary elements questioning existing
property relationships in continuation of the New Left and its theoretical work are a rare
exception indeed. The Gegenstandpunkt is the largest of these exceptions and continuing the
legacy of the ‘red decade’.
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Conclusion)

As demonstrated in the previous chapters, theory formation had a considerable impact on the
divergent developments of New Left factions in the aftermath of the West German student
movement. With its analysis of the Red Cells movement and the Marxistische Gruppe the
present thesis closes a gap in the existing literature on the radical left.
According to the relevance attached to theory formation in this work, any summarising
formulation of this development between 1969 and 1991 should begin with the central
argument, in which all activists and intellectuals involved in the discussions surrounding the
‘crisis of Marxism’ in its theoretical and practical manifestation concurred. This argument is
exemplified in the following statement of the editorial committee of the Socialist Conference
in 1981:
[W]e take the crisis of Marxism seriously […] and analyse the limits and residues in
our specific Marxist traditions that made us too short-sighted, if not totally blind, to
appreciate the decisive strengths and advantages of this [the ‘German model’795 ]
specific form of appearance of bourgeois class rule.796

This fundamental objection to the critique of capitalism, formulated by leading New Left
proponents in the wake of the student movement, was not really based on theoretical
arguments against the content of Marxist theory. It was not the objective of critics to
demonstrate the logical untenability and content-related inconsistency of the theory in order to
analyse West German capitalism of the 1970s and early 1980s. In reality, the ‘crisis of
Marxism’ pointed to the practical unsuccessfulness of Marxism in obtaining any political
breakthrough.
In West Germany, the ‘crisis of Marxism’ occurred against the backdrop of broader
historical developments that resulted in political instability and economic crisis at global
level. As Hobsbawn emphasised:
[The] problems which had dominated the critique of capitalism before the war [Second
World War], and which the Golden Age had largely eliminated for a generation ―
poverty, mass unemployment, squalor, instability ― reappeared.797
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The demise of the Bretton Woods System, the world’s first oil crisis and the exhausted
modernisation potential of the Fordist economic and social system contributed to the end of
the golden age of capitalism. Accordingly, the mid-1970s can be interpreted as a historical
caesura after which (neo)-liberalism became increasingly influential, while political Marxism
on a global scale entered a phase of sustained decline.
Economic developments went hand in hand with changes in the international
political landscape. With Mao Zedong’s death, the end of the Cultural Revolution, China’s
subsequent economic liberation and further international co-operation, the People’s Republic
lost its status as a ‘concrete Utopia’. Maoism eventually lost its appeal as a key ideology with
which to promote a revolutionary movement from the periphery to the capitalist centre.
Furthermore, the disastrous consequences of communist rule under the leadership of Pol Pot
in Cambodia, international and national left-wing terrorism (e.g. Operation Entebbe and
German Autumn) or the peak of the dissident movement (e.g. Alexander Solzhenitsyn and his
novel, The Gulag Archipelago) epitomised the growing disenchantment of the political left
with Marxist ideology as an alternative to democratic parliamentarianism.
In West Germany, the K-Gruppen had to sustain their own crisis projections against
these developments. The fundamental convictions of these groups that capitalism was heading
towards an existential crisis, the working class would become ever more revolutionary and
that the West German state would appear increasingly fascist in nature failed to materialise in
the form of any real substantial opposition to bourgeois society. Moreover, the international
political context wrested these Maoist groups from important projection surfaces for their
revolutionary projects, while state repression and looming party ban proceedings narrowed
the scope for political activities.
More importantly, emerging new social movements attracted many activists and
sympathisers of the K-Gruppen milieu. Even though these movements were at first interpreted
as a potential ally, because of the discontent they expressed with the political status quo, they
proved to be the decisive catalyst for the demise of organised Maoism in West Germany. The
so-called German Autumn was also conducive to the loss of credibility of Marxism as a
political alternative to the German Model. It is, however, important to emphasise that these
developments at international and national level can only be understood as the historical
background for theoretical reflections to unfold their crucial role in determining further
political decisions. In other words, there were specific reasons why the K-Gruppen and large
parts of the New Left reconnected with the political mainstream and democratic capitalism.
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The failure of the alleged automatism of crisis and revolution to vindicate the
revolutionary projections and hopes was interpreted as an argument against further Marxist
politicking and theory formation. This criterion of success, the idea that gaining social
efficacy was an argument for or against Marxism itself, was inherent in the idea that ‘history’
was on the side of revolutionary organisations that merely had to aggregate the social
discontent existing in West Germany. These groups understood themselves as part of a global
revolution that would ultimately and irrevocably transform the capitalist system.
Such political hubris found its complementary expression in academia. The
reconstruction of Marxist theory was based on the idealism of leading New Left theorists,
who believed they were able to develop an absolute theory of society beyond the limitations
of bourgeois theory formation which would be an “expression and product of a real
movement”798 and superior to its system-affirmative antagonists.
In contrast to these ‘seminar Marxists’, K-Gruppen assumed that the answers to all
important theoretical questions had already been provided in the works of Mao Zedong, Marx,
Lenin and Stalin. Therefore, independent theory formation was, if anything, of secondary
importance, and debates on the relevance of new theoretical approaches already caused the
Red Cells movement in Munich to split in 1971.
If pre-theoretical ‘expectations’ of socio-economic change occurring became the
methodological principle of theory formation and interpretation of Marxist literature, as well
as the precondition of political praxis, the failure of systemic change to materialise not only
denotes failure of practical interest in this change, but also disproves the theoretical approach
itself. The idea of K-Gruppen to utilise revolutionary theory as the political means with which
to overthrow bourgeois society implied the idealisation of theory. Re-interpreting theory as a
political manual obliterated the factual difference between thorough theory formation and the
practical implementation of its results. On this basis alone, the German model in the late
1970s and during the 1980s did not remain the object of theoretical criticism, but proved the
major argument for the seemingly long overdue self-criticism of Marxist activists and
theorists.
Elimination of the insight that capitalist society is a contradiction-laden system,
characterised by various immanent conflicts and ideological illusions about its core principles,
represented a step backwards, but also pointed towards the need to subsume political efforts to
the dictate of realpolitik. From a Marxist perspective, the merging of K-Gruppen and other
radical left strands in the new social movements in the late 1970s therefore amounted to the
798

Joachim Bischoff, Gesellschaftliche Arbeit als Systembegriff (Berlin: VSA-Verlag, 1973), p. 290.

Chapter 7

Conclusion

236

replacement of hitherto existing illusions with new ones. These were based on three major
premises, explaining the affinity of K-Gruppen and the New Left with such movements and
the emerging Green Party. First, the basic legally protected interests of freedom and equality
would hold the key to improve the social-economic situation of individuals; second, the
utilisation of state power is ― in potentialis ― beneficial for the people and third, the radical
left and new social movements represented genuine interests of the people and were ideal
representatives of these interests.
These were the ideological and practical points of intersection explaining the
Marxist-Leninist shift of paradigms following the student movement and also the New Left’s
decline in the late 1970s. The politicisation prior to and during the years of the student
movement occurred on the above described premises. Their substance was radicalised in the
aftermath of the student movement by Maoist factions, and ‘modernised’ at the end of the
1970s when the revolutionary shell was removed, in favour of a reform-orientated worldview.
Despite the radical rhetoric and establishment of Marxist-Leninist organisations, which sought
to link their efforts to the KPD of the inter-war period, ideological bridges were never entirely
burned. Bridging the gap between the radical left ‘ghetto’ and the new social movements, the
emerging Green Party and even West German society as a whole, was also enabled, because
the process of professionalisation of internal structures, political campaigns and reproduction
of information within all K-Gruppen led to an erosion of Marxist categories, which ultimately
lost their critical meaning.
Considering all this, it can be argued that the majority of Maoist activists effectively
returned to the start of their political journey, which had commenced in the context of the
emerging student movement and politicised them at first as critical democrats. The ideal of an
engaged citoyén, who found himself through political catharsis, became the dominant figure
on the political left in the early 1980s. In consequence, the historian and former leading KGruppen activist, Gerd Koenen, was able to conclude his work on the ‘small cultural
revolution’ in West Germany with the following words: “We had loved her so much ― the
republic! Only we had just not realised it.”799
Of the plethora of New Left organisations, only the Marxistische Gruppe defied the
process of developing a capitalism-affirming attitude when the crisis of organised Marxism
peaked during the early 1980s. In contrast to the considerable decimation, fractionalisation or
entire dissolution of K-Gruppen, the Marxistische Gruppe expanded its supporter base until
its dissolution in 1991. This can be attributed to the long process of theory formation during
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the 1970s, which eventually led to the establishment of a national organisation with
affiliations in Austria in 1979. The Marxistische Gruppe was the only organisation with a
self-developed body of thought.
In particular, the ambition to avoid any pre-theoretical considerations regarding the
role of the proletariat, the state and practical implementations based on Hegel’s doctrine of the
notion, set the Marxistische Gruppe apart from its main political rivals. The group seized
upon anti-state strands in Marx’s work and based its theory of the democratic state on severe
criticism of freedom and equality. Although other groups and intellectuals were critical about
these two basic concepts of the most adequate political form of capitalism, the Marxistische
Gruppe distinguished itself by denying any emancipatory qualities attributed to both concepts.
Thus, and in economistic tradition, state authority and every aspect of democratic life was
one-sidedly derived from its function to serve the interest of the capitalist state to foster
competition.
Furthermore, the group criticised hopes for the quasi-automatism of revolutionary
change inherent to the crisis-prone capitalist mode of production with regard to the
proletariat’s volitional support of capitalism. In particular the critique of abstract free will and
subsequent psychological theory formation, which underscored the significance of workers
supporting the principle of competition as their adequate means with which to fulfil their
material interests, expressed the Marxistische Gruppe’s criticism. Given this stance towards
the working class and its ‘phony materialism’, the Marxistische Gruppe was not surprised by
the disinterest of proletarians in revolutionising the bourgeois society, nor did its theory of
state provide any transitions to democracy and capitalism. However, the group was not able to
translate its results into a holistic psychological theory, as postulated by Güßenbacher, by
taking into account empirical research. Given that, its unconditional support of the idea of free
will was questionable.
The works analysed in Chapters Four and Five amounted not only to an attempt to
develop a positive, abstract theory of the democratic state and the psyche of bourgeois
individuals, but could also be read as a severe critique of the approaches other far left
organisations pursued.
The contribution of the Marxistische Gruppe to Marxist discourse lies in its pointed
emphasis of the radical critique implied in Marx’s work and its attempted continuation of his
legacy via independent theories of the state and how individuals accommodate their thinking
to capitalism. By taking the destructive elements of Marx’s critique seriously, the group
detached itself from thinking the ideals implied in democracy and democracy itself through to
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the end. Instead, it developed a distinct, even if underdetermined negative Utopia, in which
the emancipated society is not the ameliorated manifestation of the old, but a substantially
different one beyond capital and state. The group criticised intellectuals taking the view that
“needless to say, the crises of political Marxism have been eroding the interest in theoretical
Marxism (in the sense of critical self-reflection)”800 and insisted on the separation of Marxist
theory formation and the issue of gaining social efficacy: Marxism interpreted as ‘rational
science’.
The termination of the ‘reconstruction’ of Marxist theory by the late 1970s and the
challenge of all previously gained ‘insights’ was severely criticised. Given the general
developments at that time, the relative success of the group, which developed into the largest
New Left organisation with a loyal supporter base, even after the Gegenstandpunkt publishing
house took over its theoretical work, was exceptional. It was also linked to its ambition not to
represent the interests of others but exclusively its own.801 Regarding its inability to organise
significant opposition to the bourgeois society, the Marxistische Gruppe was as unsuccessful
as its political rivals and thus equally representative for the failure of the New Left’s
communist wing to overcome the factual constraints implied in capitalism.
Although no inherent necessity is implied in the historical development of West Germany’s
New Left, a common ideological thread runs through its different stages. Understanding the
New Left’s specific theory formation and practical interpretation of revolutionary classics
enables students of the post-1968 era to develop a holistic theory of historical developments.
Neither the sudden manifestation of the ‘red decade’ in the aftermath of the student
movement, nor its decline in the late 1970s, amount to evidence of historical discontinuity.
Instead, these developments oscillated, with more or less significant deviation, around
the sophistication of the normative concepts of democracy, freedom and equality; a process
that included the consideration of socialist interpretations therein. The K-Gruppen merely
played host to the strongest fluctuations on the political far left, while the Marxistische
Gruppe’s critique of these concepts was key to them carving out a lasting niche. Even though
various external factors affected the historical course of the New Left after 1968, it is, in the
end, simply a question of how an individual and an organisation deal intellectually with such
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developments. It has been shown that the normative criticism of Maoist activists, which had
its roots in the formative years of West Germany’s New Left and its specific politicisation
(see Chapter One), was more suitable in reconnecting them with the bourgeois majority
society than the relentless criticism formulated by the Marxistische Gruppe.
In conclusion, this thesis has provided us with the understanding that the fate of the
New Left between 1967 and 1991 cannot be sufficiently explained by external factors, i.e.
political, economic and cultural factors that influenced organisations, but demands the
consideration of the very logic and development of theories and the conclusions organisations
reached as guiding their particular choices.
Finally, future research should first and foremost focus on filling the remaining gaps in the
literature as outlined in Pfahl-Traughber’s review. There are still relevant but yet
unconsidered organisations and movements that require further academic analysis.
Moreover, on the basis of the results of the present thesis, it will be important to
compare the specific developments in West Germany with those in other countries, and thus
not only apply these results to different historical contexts but also to a more universal level.
In continuation of this thesis, research on radical factions of the New Left in (West) Germany
and other non-English-speaking countries has to be made accessible to an international
audience to foster comparative studies beyond national borders and enable students of the
radical left to develop a general view of their research subject.
On a more practical level, the analysis of developments in the wake of the West
German student movement might also help to understand current protest movements and their
long-term perspectives to contribute to the emancipation of humanity from those factual
constraints that have once again become the object of criticism during the global financial
crisis.
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