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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
POLITICAL REALISM AND GREEN STRATEGY 
 
JOHN FERRIS 
 
 
(I)  Strategy and Ideology in Green Politics  
 
These essays by Helmut Wiesenthal reflect a realist perspective towards green politics and first 
appeared as contributions to the strategy debates among German greens in the 1980's, they 
now appear in English at a time when there is considerable uncertainty about the role and pur-
pose of green political parties.  The new social movements associated with the emergence of 
green parties seem to have declined in significance, though the ecological and social problems 
that gave rise to them in the seventies and eighties are no less pressing than they were.  
 
The Greens and new social movements called for a new type of politics and a new agenda. 
Ecocentric thinkers have provided a detailed critique of prevailing patterns of production and 
consumption and called for changes in lifestyle.  They have also elaborated visions of a new 
'post-industrial' order.  Although many journalists and commentators tend to see ecological poli-
tics as another kind of 'single issue' politics it is evident that the green agenda is more ambi-
tious.  These essays by Helmut Wiesenthal are premised on the assumption that the green 
agenda is more than a form of 'single issue' politics. At the same time the perspective he 
adopts is strategic rather than normative.  The emphasis is on how, given present starting 
points, it might be possible to achieve democratic renewal and an ecologically responsible so-
ciety.      
 
This book is structured in a way that, hopefully, will assist readers to make connections be-
tween normative and strategic agenda's in contemporary green politics.  It seems to me indis-
putable that green politics needs a vision of what an ecologically sustainable society might look 
like.  At the same time it is equally clear that greens need to address strategic questions if they 
wish to achieve such a society.  It is evident that more attention has been given to the former 
than the latter.  These essays focus on this deficit in green political thought.  This introductory 
chapter seeks to provide a broad overview of green normative theory as well as an introduction 
to the context of Wiesenthal's approach to green strategy. The essays in Part I are theoretical 
and analytic in character and explore the structural preconditions for a feasible green strategy 
in the context of Germany in the 1980's.  The essays in Part II draw on the analytic framework 
and address particular topics that were widely seen as relevant to the green agenda in Germa-
ny during the 1980's (eg alternative technology, economic questions,ecological consumption, 
and social policy issues like flexible working time and basic income proposals.)  The concluding 
chapter looks at green politics in Germany from the perspective of German re-unification after 
1989. 
 
The experience of the German greens is important because they were able to achieve a degree 
of electoral success that has eluded greens elsewhere.  They therefore had more power and 
influence than other green parties in Europe.  Participation in local and regional government 
exposed the German greens (even as a minority party) to dilemma's that greens elsewhere 
were able to avoid.  These dilemma's were essentially strategic decisions.  Should political par-
ties with different aims and policies be tolerated?  Should greens be willing to participate in coa-
litions with parties who do not share their ecological objectives?  More concretely should 
greens be prepared to 'scale down' ecological demands in order to secure advances in other 
areas of policy?  These and similar questions were faced in Germany during the 1980's and the 
experience is in my view relevant to greens seeking power elsewhere. 



3 

 

 
The merit of Wiesenthal's approach to these strategic questions is that he demonstrates the 
inherent complexity of a feasible political strategy in modern industrialised societies.  His cri-
tique of radical fundamentalism is based on his awareness of complexity and the simplistic and 
self-defeating nature of the strategies advocated by the radicals in die Grunen. This is a critique 
of means rather than norms. 'Willed social change', with all the risks this implies of unintended 
consequences, means that greens have necessarily to be specific and pragmatic in their reform 
proposals if they wish to be taken seriously by voters.  Nevertheless he argues that there are 
more opportunities for ecological reforms than many radicals are prepared to accept, attached 
as they are to an ethic of ultimate ends.     
 
These essays were originally written by Wiesenthal as an active member of die Grunen not as 
a social scientist presenting research in scholarly journals.  They represent a point of view in 
the fiercely argued strategy debate and were intended to serve a political purpose. Neverthe-
less it is important to stress that the expertise that informs these arguments is that of a political 
sociologist acting as 'party intellectual' - they are more than personal opinion. 
 
Wiesenthal is a social scientist offering his expertise to die Grunen.  For this reason Wiesenthal 
refrains from directly addressing the normative debates that are important in the field of green 
politics.  His concern is not green ideology, except if and when it leads to what he would regard 
as self-defeating strategies.  Indeed Wiesenthal views the main strategic problems facing 
greens as arising from contradictory demands for emotionally satisfying ideas and instrumental-
ly appropriate knowledge rather than alternative ideas as such.  
 
The debates that took place in West Germany within die Grunen led some American and Eng-
lish authors coming from very different intellectual and political traditions to view the German 
greens as overly contentious and still committed to some version of 'old left' politics that greens 
elsewhere had transcended.(1)  It is widely acknowledged by German social scientists that 
West Germany represented something of a special case in European political development that 
is related to the post-war political constitution and the specific circumstances that led to the 
formation and composition of die Grunen in the late 1970's.(2)   While this 'peculiarity of the 
Germans' position has some validity I would argue that the strategic problems that faced die 
Grunen and ecological movements in Germany in the eighties have more general relevance to 
ecological politics.  They are inherent in a political position that advances a broad programme 
of social change, as greens certainly do.    
 
 Apart from the issues mentioned above I also think it is worth drawing attention to the very dif-
ferent social scientific traditions that prevail in Germany and the English speaking world.  This 
seems very evident when we consider the normative debates in green political theory in the 
English language literature and the critical social scientific approaches that prevail in Germany.  
The overview of political ecology given below starts from different methodological assumptions 
than those addressed by Wiesenthal in the rest of the book.  It is offered here as an extension 
of Wiesenthal's essays which arose from the particular context of West Germany during the 
eighties.  
  
Although green 'new paradigm' authors often write as if there is a unified and coherent green 
ideology from which a decentralist neo-anarchist strategy self-evidently emerges it seems to 
me essential to demonstrate in this context that this is not the case.  There are very real and 
important differences in the normative visions being offered.  What people believe does have a 
bearing on political action in terms of the strategy pursued and concrete political demands.  
Wiesenthal is committed to generally agreed green principles but in these essays he is much 
more interested in how means and ends can be combined in an effective green political strate-
gy.  The question that seems worth posing here is whether the ideas now being advocated by 
'deep ecology' could in practice be supported by the kind of realist strategy advanced by Wie-
senthal, given that deep ecology seems to rest on somewhat arbitrary metaphysical founda-
tions.  Deep ecology has large element of 'non-negotiability' built in and Wiesenthal's position 
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implies not closing options and actively seeking consensus wherever possible.  Moreover deep 
ecologists have explicitly rejected 'anthropocentric reformism' (3). 
Part II of this chapter will provide an overview of current normative debates within green politics 
and Part III an introduction to the realist critique of radical fundamentalism as well the context 
that the essays collected here were written for. 
  
 
(II) Normative debates in political ecology 
 
The term political ecology is used here to describe what other authors simply call environmen-
talism.  It is used in this chapter to distinguish our concerns from those that come under the 
labels of 'environmental science' and 'environmental studies'.  Political ecology can be said to 
embrace social scientific and philosophical approaches to environmental problems. 
 
A broad label is useful because no single disciplinary perspective is able to adequately address 
the range of issues raised by environmental problems.  There have been a number of attempts 
to classify the variety of political positions within political ecology.  In Britain an early  typology 
was produced by O'Riordan (4).  This is still cited although now rather dated. O'Riordan makes 
a basic distinction between ecocentric and technocentric approaches to environmental issues.  
 
Ecocentric approaches would now be labelled 'green' while the technocentric approaches de-
scribed by O'Riordan are the familiar kinds of managerial and technological response to envi-
ronmental problems produced by mainstream politics for which environmental issues are simply 
another category of problem that has to addressed.  There are further subdivisions with 
O'Riordans categories.  On the ecocentric side there is a distinction between those who those 
who adhere to bio-ethics (deep environmentalism) and those who adopt anarchist principles for 
organising social and community life as a response to ecological problems (self-reliant commu-
nalism).  The technocentric's are labelled 'cornucopian's' and 'accommodators' by O'Riordan. 
The 'accommodators' are environmental reformers who acknowledge that there are problems 
to be addressed by managerial and technical means. The 'cornucopian's' are economic con-
servatives who argue the case for sticking with 'normal' free market processes and relying on 
technological innovation to overcome resource deficits or other environmental problems. 
  
It is already evident in O'Riordans typology that environmental issues transcend the terms of 
the established left-right spectrum of ideas. What we are presented with are clusters of ideas 
that at some points converge and at others diverge from conventional left-right typologies.  Eco-
logical concerns raise issues that simply cannot be classified in left-right terms.  The 
technocentric spectrum in O'Riordan's typology is now seen by some authors as outside the 
frame of green politics.  Recent literature has focused on the debates within ecocentrism.(5) 
 
Debates within ecocentrism 
Building upon earlier attempts to classify green political thought Robyn Eckersley provides a 
definition of environmentalism that excludes the technocentric position identified by O'Riordan.  
Environmental thought generally is viewed as having emerged as a reaction to mainstream 
liberal and socialist ideology.  It also rejects 'industrialism.'  For Eckersley the main criteria for 
evaluating green political thought is whether it is anthropocentric or ecocentric.  She identifies 
four themes within ecocentrism which have emerged over the past three decades, these are 
participation, survival, emancipation, and ecology.  During the nineteen eighties these strands 
came to together to constitute in broad terms what is now known as 'green politics'.  
  
Drawing upon typologies produced by other ecocentric authors (6) she seeks to identify and 
defend a pure ecocentric position uncontaminated by 'anthropocentrism'.  She considers that 
the major current's of modern green politics have given insufficient attention to articulating the 
theme of ecology in any kind of detail or to exploring the social and political implications of dif-
ferent kinds of environmental postures'.  The themes of participation and emancipation belong 
unequivocally in Eckersley's account to leftist and liberal traditions dating back to the eighteenth 
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century enlightenment but given new life by the 'new left' during the sixties.  Survivalism and 
ecology as complexes of ideas have associations with nineteenth century science, in particular 
with evolutionary theory and scientific ecology. 
 
Central to Eckersley's purpose is the aim of sharpening the distinction between anthropocen-
trism and ecocentrism.  She outlines an historically derived typology with five major clusters of 
ideas and political responses.  These are: (i) Resource Conservationism, (ii) Human Welfare 
Ecology, (iii) Preservationism, (iv) Animal Liberation, (v)  Ecocentrism. In Eckersley's ordering, 
which follows historical chronology, this appears as a progressive movement from darkness to 
light.  As environmental history it is interesting and informative but what is of worthy of note in 
the context of this chapter is the way in which the clusters are associated in one way or another 
with 'anthropocentrism' are given a lower status in green thought. (eg i-iii)  Eckersley pays a 
great deal of attention to the 'new left' themes of participation and emancipation, mainly as cri-
tique to purge them of human self-interest arguments which she thinks (along with the deep 
ecologists) fail to adequately protect species which are of no interest or use to humankind.  
 
Eckersley notes the role of 'survivalism' in green thought and its association with authoritarian 
neo-malthusianism and social darwinism but draws, in my opinion, the overly comfortable con-
clusion that it has served mainly to encourage the search for more 'deep seated cultural trans-
formations' that would foster more cooperative and democratic responses to the environmental 
crisis. She does not provide a sustained critique of biocentric conservatism which has, and con-
tinues to play an important role in bioethical arguments.  This is not the place to develop this 
point but a closer scrutiny might have led her to a more sceptical defence of contemporary 
ecocentrism thought, especially as she comments that the German greens were primarily hu-
man interest orientated.  
 
It is however relevant here to state that normative ecocentric arguments were not central to the 
West German strategy debates to which Wiesenthal's arguments were an important contribu-
tion, although they did surface in the positions of some of the fundamentalist protagonists  (eg 
Rudolf Bahro who resigned from die Grunen over the issue of animal rights.)  There is a sense 
in which the normative theorists of green politics in the English speaking world and the die 
Grunen political activists and theorists are talking past each other. They are addressing quite 
different agenda's. Wiesenthal cannot be classified as 'technocentric', nor on the other hand 
should he be classified as 'communalist' in terms of O'Riordan's typology.  He explicitly rejects 
the bioethics of deep ecology and therefore the emphasis given by Eckersley to the distinction 
between anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. He is primarily concerned with how to bring about 
change.  He takes the basic principles as given even if they are philosophically problematic.  
The main problems facing greens in his analysis have more to do with established instititutional 
structures and political power.  
 
Andrew Dobson has called for more attention to be given to green strategy.(7)  A good starting 
point for this strategic emphasis is the German strategy debates of the 1980's which outlined 
many of the key issues for green politics.  In the English speaking world it sometimes seems as 
if green normative debate is regarded as strategic debate.  Wiesenthal's approach cuts across 
these normative debates and brings us back to the dominant structures of power and the com-
plexity inherent in any programme of 'willed social change'.  The main thrust of Wiesenthal's 
arguments is aimed at justifying political action in the contemporary situation where there are 
no ready made solutions to environmental problems or the possibility of unchallengable beliefs 
on which to base action.  Self doubt and scepticism are built in with his approach.  The norma-
tive debates among English speaking greens seem to me to be   about 'politically correct' be-
lief's, rather than what should count as effective political action.  For this reason they seem like-
ly to generate more 'self-defeating fundamentalism' of the kind that was the target of Wiesen-
thal's critique in the die Grunen debates.  
 
 
(III)  The realist critique of green fundamentalism      
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For most of the period when the essays collected here were written (between 1984 and 1991 
Helmut Wiesenthal was a research associate of Claus Offe at Bielefeld University and the Cen-
tre for Social Policy at Bremen University.  The collaborative research in political sociology at 
Bielefeld and Bremen was informed by a distinctive methodology that Wiesenthal used in his 
role of policy advisor to die Grunen and in intra-party debates.  Two particular sociological per-
spectives inform Wiesenthal's approach in the essays collected here, one positively and the 
other negatively. 
 
The positive influence is rational choice theory, and in particular the approach associated with 
Jon Elster (7).  The negative influence was the dominance of systems theory in mainstream 
German sociology.  Wiesenthal made an important contribution to the reception of Elster's ra-
tional choice approach in Germany by introducing and editing a selection of his essays.(8) Un-
like Elster he was not particularly interested in reconstructing or defending 'analytic Marxism' as 
rigorous social science.  The reason for adopting this approach was because of dissatisfaction 
with certain aspects of systems theory, especially the way in which it excluded concepts of polit-
ical action, contingency and agency.  From the perspective of green politics Wiesenthal held 
the view that rational choice could help greens achieve social and ecological reforms and avoid 
electorally costly mistakes. 
   
Wiesenthal's most influential essay on green politics, 'Green Rationality', published here for the 
first time in English was directly influenced by rational choice concepts.  It was widely debated 
in green realist circles following its publication in 'Kommune' in 1984.  It also provides the ana-
lytic approach for the other essays written during the 1980's.  An important element in the ar-
guments developed is the perspective of methodological individualism which is used against 
the leftist arguments of the eco-socialists and fundamentalists.  In the early 1980's Wiesenthal 
felt that leftist social theory in Germany had been effectively incapacitated by systems perspec-
tives which left little room for concepts of political action and agency.  It had in effect become a 
social science of constraints, telling us what could not done but offering little in the way of posi-
tive action.  The overly structuralist theories of Althusser et al proclaimed stronger constraints 
than could be justified theoretically or empirically.  Concepts which hinted at 'choice', 'feasible 
options', 'uncertainty and contingency', 'dilemma' were excluded from theory because they were 
'idealist'.  The turn to rational choice by Wiesenthal was guided by the need to strengthen con-
cepts that could justify 'choice' and 'decision'.  Wiesenthal does not argue that rational choice 
can provide ethical values.  What it offers is the possibility of rational strategy and an intellectu-
al toolbox for limiting risks and avoiding unnecessary costs.  
 
Two particular kinds of systems theory have been fashionable in German sociology during the 
1980's.  The first was the theory of communicative action elaborated by Habermas which was 
influential on the left. (9)  The second was the more conservative structural functionalist ap-
proach associated with Niklas Luhmann which emphasis's the complexities and self-steering 
properties of social systems.(10)  There is little scope for planned social change in Luhmann's 
theory.  Critical theory as elaborated by Habermas places a virtual taboo on strategic thinking 
because of its supposed instrumentality, even while seeking to defend utopian aspirations. 
Wiesenthal acknowledges the value of the utopian claims of leftist theory and its opposition to 
forms of domination and inequality but considers the participatory ethic of discourse offered by 
Habermas as having limited political use to those seeking change.(11)  Life is short and politics 
and policy making require urgent decisions to be made, the talking has to stop and action 
agreed sometime.  Normal politics requires participants constantly to make and justify policy 
decisions.  How do we justify necessary sacrifices of equality in one case while insisting on 
equal outcomes elsewhere?  Political parties and social movements, like the German greens 
who are involved in power have to assume such responsibility. They cannot afford the luxury of 
endless discourse.  Rational choice provides, Wiesenthal thinks, the concepts to facilitate such 
choices and inform strategic decisions.  The substance of Wiesenthal's critique of radical fun-
damentalism is that it was failing to identify appropriate institutions to abolish injustice and ad-
vance ecological reforms.  Necessary and feasible changes were being sacrificed on the altar 
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of emotional desires for 'total system change'- everything or nothing.    
 
Luhmann's structural functionalism is influential in less direct ways.  It provides a persuasive 
account of the complexity of structural relations and system properties that offers little scope 
those seeking radical change, or even modest reforms.  In Luhmann's portrayal of social sys-
tems there is no 'centre' and they are 'self-steering', there are no levers available to those who 
wish to shape the future.  This theory can be used by those who wish to defend as much as 
possible of the status quo from reforming initiatives.  It effectively excludes concepts of agency 
and is effectively immobilising because it is difficult to see how it could address preferences for 
moral choice and social change.  
 
Wiesenthal accepts that modern social systems are indeed very complex and inherently 
'disorganised' and that this does appear to impose certain constraints on generalised utopian 
aspirations, especially with the collapse of Marxism and the historical theory of progress. How-
ever the contingency and uncertainty that emerges from this 'disorganisation' thesis means that 
there will be opportunities for concrete reforms advanced by greens.  It is also feasible to en-
visage scope for institutional learning.  We are confronted by ecological and social problems 
that we do not yet know how to address practically.  Rational choice it is argued can perhaps 
help us to avoid some of the pitfalls of irreversibility.(12)  Normative ideology provides  motives 
to learn, perhaps, but does not supply answers to concrete problems.  The implication of this for 
greens, according to Wiesenthal, is that they should argue for a willingness to engage in social 
experiments in order to find sustainable institutional solutions and reject abstract utopia's based 
on obsolete notions of 'total system change'.  Even within complex 'centre-less' systems there 
are opportunities for practical reforms and institutional learning. 
 
The Strategy Debate in die Grunen 
Die Grünen as a political party arose directly from the activities of the diverse social movements 
that came together in the late 1970's, notably the ecological, the anti-nuclear/peace, and other 
radical alternative networks.  So long as they were united in hostility to the established political 
parties and the governing coalition the relationship ran smoothly enough.  Strategic and tactical 
questions could be set aside, consciousness raising and 'building a majority' was seen as more 
important.  This situation changed following the successful intervention by die Grunen in the 
1983 elections.  Unity based on hostility to established parties became problematic now that 
greens were sitting together on the opposition benches with the SPD.  Should they join forces 
with the SPD against the right wing coalition?   How was social change to be achieved?  What 
should be the role of die Grunen in parliament?  What links should there be between parliamen-
tary and extra-parliamentary activity?  Should elected representatives engage in confrontational 
political demonstrations and publically defend activists who used violence against the police?  
These and similar questions now became pressing and forced the strategy debate onto the 
agenda.  This strategy debate was the immediate context of the essays collected here and they 
cannot be properly understood without some reference to this context and the main divisions 
within die Grunen.(13) 
 
There were a variety of groupings in die Grunen.  The four major current's were; (i) eco-
libertarians (ii) realists (iii) fundamentalists (iv) eco-socialists. The eco-libertarians who were 
never numerically significant were economic liberals who believed that there was a market road 
to an ecological society and rejected the left-wing prescriptions of eco-socialism.  The funda-
mentalists did not have a single clear political identity but included most of those who prioritised 
ecological issues like nature conservation and animal rights and attracted those committed to 
versions of 'opting out' of mainstream society.  The eco-socialists insisted on the inter-relation-
ship of social and ecological questions and the need to oppose the capitalist state.  Most were 
still Marxist in their political orientation.  The centre ground was occupied by the political realists 
who argued for forms of cooperation with other parties where possible, for example the SPD in 
some regions and local goverment areas and in parliament on certain issues.  The eco-
socialists and fundamentalists were in effect advocating revolutionary change, while the eco-
liberals and realists were calling for structural reforms.  Radical ecological feminists, like Jutta 
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Ditfurth, were also very influential within the fundamentalist wing of the party.  
 
It is true to say that the German greens have been caricatured by the media, and by naive for-
eign green commentators who visited Germany briefly and then went away to write books that 
presented die Grunen as locked into incomprehensible and irrelevant disputes over dogma. 
(14)  However the divisions that emerged among German greens were not at all simple and as 
events elsewhere have subsequently shown hardly unique.  Similar divisions have since 
emerged in the British and American green movements.  Where Germany was perhaps unique 
was that no official Communist Party was allowed to exist under the post-war constitution and 
that Marxists were effectively driven into the radical alternative groups that became part of die 
Grunen.  Eco-socialism seems therefore to have been stronger in Germany than elsewhere.    
 
From the launch of die Grunen in 1979 there has been a sustained attempt by members collec-
tively to define a new economic model that transcends both capitalism and state communism  
(and because of its historical association with social democratic industrial growth policies the 
'mixed economy' model of post-war Europe). This search for a way to a new economic model 
was at the heart of the strategy debate.  All sides in the debates in Germany took this search 
seriously, (elsewhere, particularly in Britain and North America ecocentric thinkers have pre-
ferred to simply prioritise ecological questions and set aside related social and economic is-
sues).  In no other country has such a lively and wide ranging intellectual debate occurred over 
the design of an alternative social order.  Despite the slogan 'neither left or right but forward' it 
has not been possible to define a new economic model or find a 'third way' with any plausibility.  
The importance of the strategy debates in Germany is that the outline of the terrain that green 
politics will have to explore in more depth in the coming years was marked out.  The central 
issue in the strategy debates was between the realists who argued for reformist restructuring of 
the 'industrial society' and co-operation where possible with other parties and the radical fun-
damentalists (including the eco-socialists) who were committed to the idea of creating a new 
kind of ecological society from the 'bottom up' by 'building a majority'.  Whether reformist or 
revolutionary all current's of the German greens adhered to a radical vision of the future.(15)  
 
Self-defeating radicalism? 
Wiesenthal's objection to 'radicalism' within the green and alternative movements is not with the 
values proclaimed or ends that are pursued but to fact that they are impossible to realise with 
the strategies being advocated.  In the key theoretical essay 'Green Rationality' (chapter I) he 
deals comprehensively with the reason why the 'radical' strategies are self defeating. It is not 
necessary to summarise the whole of this long chapter here but his arguments against 'green 
fundamentalism' are worth reviewing in some detail because they form the basis of everything 
that follows, and if true have much wider application than Germany in the 1980's. Firstly he ar-
gues that old strategy (inherited from the worker's movement) of seeking to build a majority is in 
current conditions impossible to achieve.   Simply informing people about the impending cata-
strophic apocalypse, as both the ecological and peace movements did, does not necessarily 
produce the desired result.  Either people find the prediction implausible against the test of per-
sonal experience or because they believe it might well accept such an end fatalistically - 'there 
is nothing I can do'.  The commitment one gains therefore is likely to be no greater than that 
which has been neutralised.  There is a tendency to recruit people who are looking for some-
thing else here and now other than preventing the apocalypse or creating the new society eg. 
contact with people like themselves, enjoyment of political activity, power in all its forms etc.  
Either mobilisation results in recruiting a large number of poorly motivated followers or inade-
quate numbers of supporters of a rather utopian disposition.'  On the one side a lack of will to 
act on the other a poor grasp of political reality.  
  
If radicalism is confined to protest and education - telling people the 'facts' and this results in 
increased support a paradoxical situation is arrived at.  Such an opposition would have the 
power to act but in acting one would give lie to the arguments often used in mobilising, namely 
that the 'exterminist system is bankrupt,' 'parliamentary democracy is a sham' etc. At such a 
point the radical opposition would either have to join the game, by tolerating or going into coali-
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tion with other parties, or taking the blame if the parties representing the 'bigger evil' ended up 
with power as a consequence of green abstinence.  Power would result in compromising on the 
basic demands.  Petra Kelly was not alone in worrying that the Greens would become a 'power 
seeking party' like any other.  
 
This social movement attitude to social change based on extra-parliamentary opposition found 
expression in the green alternative list thesis in Hamburg in 1983, namely that the radical op-
position cannot realise its aims inside parliament.  As the voters discover this they will become 
politically active outside parliament.  Underlying this thesis is the assumption that mobilisation 
on the streets is the 'real' force for change.  Wiesenthal provides a number of cogent reasons 
for rejecting this thesis but he thinks the main error is that a minority party fighting for parlia-
mentary seats is not likely to convince voters of the uselessness of parliament while blaming 
the currently ruling group in parliament for prevailing conditions. The basic choice facing the die 
Grunen with the GAL thesis was either become a party of reform or attempt to follow a revolu-
tionary route to change, despite the logical inconsistencies. 
 
The other radical course was that proposed by Bahro which was not so much political as cul-
tural.  The Bahro position, which is widely shared in the international green movement, is for an 
autarkical solution.  Greens should opt out of industrial society by adopting a new life style and 
living in small self-sufficient communities.  Eventually the communes would demonstrate a 
qualitively better way of life that others would wish to adopt.  This strategy depends on individ-
uals desiring, and of being able, to change themselves and renouncing the security and bene-
fits of the present order.  Moreover it would depend on the relevant dispositions for changing 
identities already being widespread in the population. Wiesenthal is not totally unsympathetic to 
this position,  especially as it does much to promote processes of change targeted at institu-
tional structures and makes clear to individuals what the personal costs and benefits would be.  
Ultimately however he finds it implausible because radical beliefs have a fatal tendency to seg-
regation and sectarianism (rather than integration and expansion).  The fact is that modern so-
cieties are irreversibly differentiated and this poses a real obstacle to radicalism founded on 
shared collective beliefs.  He rejects as impossible the idea of a 'radical majority.'  The rejection 
of 'green fundamentalism' is partly based on logical analysis, identifying the internal contradic-
tions.  It is also based on empirical sociological observations and knowledge of modern capital-
ist-industrial society.  
 
Social complexity and multiple conficts. 
Although Wiesenthal is sparing and sceptical in his use of glib sociological shorthand phrases 
like 'post-modern' and 'post-industrial' his political and sociological frame of reference is firmly 
grounded in the awareness that the industrial society that gave rise to the traditional workers 
movement and the old left-right conflict is disappearing and giving rise to new and more com-
plex social divisions with multiple lines of conflict.  In German sociology this new and uncertain 
situation has been characterised by Ulrich Beck as the 'Risk Society' (16) that is to say a socie-
ty where individual biographies are no longer governed by tradition or once-and-for-all deci-
sions.  Individuals are exposed to the need to constantly re-invent their biographies and make 
decisions effecting life chances in the absence of clear social parameters.  The traditional 
'normality' pattern is in a constant state of crisis and restructuring.  Habermas likewise speaks 
of the 'new uncertainty' in addressing similar phenomena.  There is a renewed emphasis in 
contemporary sociology on 'individualisation' and the societal risks associated with this.  Con-
trary to widespread social and political debate around notions of post-modernity Wiesenthal's 
position on this is not normative. In effect he is saying 'this is how it is' and any green strategies 
must therefore address this social reality and its inherent uncertainties risks.  He refers in vari-
ous places to living through a 'conjuncture of transition'.  The old order has not completely dis-
appeared and the new order is far from being firmly established.  The realist arguments with the 
eco-socialists revolve around acceptance of this interpretation more than normative values as 
such.  The objection to eco-socialist proposals is that they are based on too much irrelevant 
'marxist baggage' from the past. 
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The greens and the social movements to which they relate as a party are caught up in what 
seem to be historically unprecedented conflicts.  They were, and are, still involved in the left-
right conflict over the distribution of opportunities and political power.  At the same time they are 
caught up in a second conflict, and oppose those ( both left and right) who want to distribution 
to be seen in purely quantitive terms rather than as something to be seen in qualitive material 
terms (that is say a conflict about environmental/natural conditions and 'quality of life').  Greens 
do not assume that 'more is better'.  Given this 'transverse axis' of conflict, it is no longer ap-
propriate to fall back on the old social democratic or marxist strategic concepts to bring about 
social change because they do not adequately address the ecological agenda or the multiple 
lines of conflict that are now recognized to have emerged. 
 
The emergence of the social movements in the late seventies brought to the surface issues and 
conflicts that were outside the scope of the old left-right conflict.  In particular they were not 
issues of class and structures of privilege.  As often as not the issues and problems taken up by 
the movements were the unintended consequences of action.  Many arose from the trend to 
using large scale technology and the incalculable risks associated with such project eg: cumu-
latively environmentally damaging effects of the increasing use of chemicals, energy waste, 
transport systems, urban development and housing policy etc.  There were also social as well 
as physical effects, eg, of marginalisation of social groups and categories like ethnic minorities, 
the mentally ill, women etc. These new conflicts could not be fitted into a schema of clear-cut 
causation, nor was it possible to identify a single social adversary to whom blame could be at-
tached.  The issues are extremely varied and this is reflected in the range of social movement 
motivations.  It is not possible to reduce them to a simple formula.  There is no necessary con-
tinuity or link between the conflicts, for example opposition to chemical pollution in a specific 
locality or the protests of marginalised groups of people living in inadequate housing projects.  
 
Those who protest against chemical pollution or nuclear power do not necessarily attach them-
selves to the struggle for ecologically safe agriculture or alternative energy proposals. From a 
social viewpoint being affected by one problem does not automatically engender a willingness 
to take collective action with respect to a range of issues.  Those who oppose an open cast 
coal mine near their property and welcome help from an organisation like  Friends of the Earth 
do not necessarily go to become committed eco-activists across a range of environmental is-
sues.  Wiesenthal concludes by observing that given the multiplicity of the conflicts and the 
particularity of each one the identification of protagonists who can be unified across all issues is 
a virtual impossibility.  Although the disposition to oppose threats is widespread this generally 
means only in relation to specific areas of the process of change.For this reason it makes little 
sense to proceed from the idea that the precondition for social change is a generalised radical-
ism that transcends all the separate issues and is directed at the 'system' as a whole.  Wiesen-
thal argues that established politics has the effect of producing highly specific negative impacts 
on people while pursuing general objectives. Ordinary politics produces a steady stream of 
negatively affected minorities that are unasked for by anyone and are only possible because 
the unwitting majority who are not affected acquiesce in them.  In brief the basic conditions with 
which we start are a product of the system itself. Complexity and the pressure of problems to 
be solved does not militate against idea that the ecological movements can succeed but it 
should lead us not to expect that all participants in conflict will score highly on some scale of 
'radical awareness' or that this is at all necessary for social change.  Wiesenthal's account of 
how social change occurs reflects very clearly the methodological individualism of his approach 
to strategy.  
 
In terms of those who act social change is brought about by and through multiple conflicts 
which is variable and restricted to the particular.  The actors are different in each case. What 
preserves unity and continuity are a few general principles and eventually the institutional 
changes that are brought about.  Change is the result of individual conflicts rather than a pre-
condition for radical action.  He is sceptical of advocacy urging cultivation of pure philosophies 
and the need to 'act' (these personal passions in his sceptical view and are on a par with ama-
teur sports, academic ambition, managerial obsession, DIY activity, etc.  It seems to him point-
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less and counterproductive to bank on stoking up passionate convictions.) 
 
General Principles 
Wiesenthal's 'realism' although pragmatic with respect to means and tactics is grounded on two 
general principles which he believes can guide decision making and fulfil the subjective 'need' 
for a general orientation of values.  These provide for him the moral core of green politics ('that 
is to say the essential, uncircumventable substance of all new claims') These principles are 
'preservation' and 'emancipation'.  The preservation principle is common to all 'green' demands, 
that is to say it is what makes 'green politics' green as opposed to 'red' or 'blue'.  Ecological 
demands however relate in specific instances to differing 'objects' and this, according to Wie-
senthal gives rise to a paradox.  Such demands may relate to ethically unacceptable threats 
(eg: the loss of a particular species or habitat) on the other hand the focus may be on finite re-
sources and their role as 'raw materials'.  From the first perspective society appears as the 
cause of the threat, in the second society is itself threatened. For this reason Wiesenthal holds 
that rational policies can only be formulated on middle ground not at the extremes.       
 
Wiesenthal's position on this, it seems to me, sets him very clearly apart from those who advo-
cate extreme positions on the spectrum of environmental values.  On the one hand the deep 
ecology demand for the total preservation of life is self-contradictory because there are no con-
ceivable circumstances in which humanity could evade living at the 'expense of nature.'  At the 
technocratic (or to use the language of the deep ecologists 'anthropocentric' or 'human 
interest') extreme natural resources only appear to be the focus of concern.  From an 
ecocentric perspective however what is at issue is a structure of needs shaped by 'industrial' 
requirements and the aim of green politics is to change the productive base of society so that 
as much as possible of it (society) can be preserved unchanged.  Applying the preservation 
principle is fraught with problems because each case must be specified and must be done by 
balancing ethical norms and those of a more material/economic character. Individual identities 
are built on both, we need economic and aesthetic satisfaction.  For this reason Wiesenthal 
argues that green politics is not unconstrained when it comes to re-interpretating existing norms 
about what should be preserved.  Ethical norms that fail to coincide with peoples view of them-
selves would miss the mark and do little to encourage political activity. 
 
The emancipation principle addresses human needs and refers mainly to the freedom of action 
demanded by individuals.  It does not according to Wiesenthal apply to blanket social catego-
ries or class per se.  Autonomy of action is constrained by normative and structural factors and 
impede progressive reforms.  This is why structural reforms that do not change patterns of dis-
crimination or changes in norms without changes in structural disadvantage often fail to achieve 
what was aimed at.  Wiesenthal considers that the women's movement has been the most rig-
orous supporter of the emancipation principle to date because they have demanded structural 
and normative change.   Insofar as emancipation refers explicitly to human needs it could be 
said to have been relegated by ecocentric activists and thinkers who prioritise ecological 
preservation (eg. the deep ecologists)             
       
By identifying a minimal number of basic principles of green politics Wiesenthal hopes to make 
it possible for other green ideas to be seen as instrumental and secondary rather than funda-
mental.  Issues like grass roots democracy, parliamentary activity, electoral participation, etc are 
simply means and should be related to issues of power and distribution. Among the indispen-
sable secondary goals of the greens are the restraint of power and equalising distributional 
policies.  Wiesenthal calls for the articulation of a new principle of progress that differs from that 
associated with socialism but nevertheless picks up on issues 'left over' from the old conflicts 
like distributional justice, restraint of power, and incorporates lessons from the new conflicts 
that create greater opportunities for developing more autonomous lifestyles. 
 
Concrete Utopia's 
The critique of fundamentalism and the elaboration of the premises of a viable realist strategy 
in Part I is followed in Part II of the book by essays concerned with the preconditions of reform 
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and specific reform proposals that have been widely discussed in green and alternative circles.  
Wiesenthal bases his strategy for change on the argument that change has necessarily to pro-
ceed from existing preferences and values in society. That is to say from specific rejections of 
policies and specific advocacy of alternative proposals. These positive proposals he calls 
'concrete utopias'.  Politically this means multiple and particularised conflicts that can lead to 
new and more radical preferences.  His criteria of success is summarised in the following way: 
'creation of more, or qualitatively better, possibilities of action (options). 
 
This means additional choices both in shaping life at the individual and collective levels and in 
moulding living conditions in accordance with ecological and emancipatory values. Put more 
simply; the central problem in every case is to find a way to live according to new values'. 
 
The practical reforms addressed by Wiesenthal include issues like:  alternative technology, 
working time policies, basic income proposals and the possibility of green social policies, eco-
logical consumption.  All these issues have of course been discussed widely in green circles 
beyond Germany.  The discussion in these essays, is in my view, more focused than usual be-
cause it is directly related to the theoretical position elaborated in Part I and the particular con-
text of Germany in the 1980's.  Central to Wiesenthal's strategy for ecological reform is the idea 
that there must be societal structural reforms to make it possible for people to live in ecological-
ly responsible ways.  Both current values and structural mechanisms 'lock' people into unsus-
tainable 'life-styles'.  The room for manoeuvre at individual or collective levels is presently very 
narrow.   
 
The 'emancipation' (more 'life style' options) principle is therefore crucial for realising the 
'preservation' (ecological) principle, this is why most of the essays are concerned with econom-
ic and social policy.  One problem with normative proposals from deep ecologists is that while 
they address value change they ignore the structural preconditions of 'living' the values advo-
cated.  How would it be feasible  for the populations of highly urbanised in regions like Europe 
to live lives of 'self-reliant independence' without radical changes in housing, transportation, 
employment, health and many other areas of public policy?   If the deep ecologists want us to 
'return to the country' this would seem self-defeating in terms of saving wilderness.  Interde-
pendence is a reality that cannot be wished away by normative thought.               
 
Alternative Technology 
Wiesenthal approaches the issue of alternative technology critically and notes the seeming 
'hopelessness' of many of the small scale and fragmentary initiatives in this field in terms of the 
gap between aspirations and achievement.  From one perspective it is nothing more than 'a 
catalogue of the concrete deficits of the industrial society' - 'a counter-vision to the rather 
gloomy pictures of progress associated with industrial capitalism and state socialism'.  
 
The importance however of AT as it has emerged is that it challenges the notion of the 
'technological fix'.  Not every problem has a technical solution.  It also asserts values other than 
'economic efficiency', it can also help establish ethical, participatory, communicative and aes-
thetic criteria.  Part of the larger green programme of change is precisely to challenge the reign-
ing orthodoxies of neo-classical economics and calculations of cost-effectiveness. AT according 
to Wiesenthal plays a highly important role in enabling people to imagine technical alternatives 
to current production.  The consistency of these observations is directly related to Wiesenthal's 
theoretical position regarding peoples degree of freedom to organise their lives and the opening 
up of options for action that would otherwise not be available. The principles of emancipation 
and preservation come together in AT.  
 
Ecological Consumption 
In the essay on 'Ecological Consumption' Wiesenthal uses his knowledge of Luhmann's sys-
tems theory and rational choice theory to illustrate his more general thesis that it is feasible to 
envisage collective action that is not based on a uniformity of motives. (ie. in the face of the 
attachment of fundamentalists and those in die Grunen who adhere to nineteenth century so-
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cialist models of change within the green and alternative movements)  Central to Wiesenthal's 
arguments is the idea that it is neither feasible or necessary for greens to establish a norma-
tively founded majority.  Political fundamentalists of all kinds start from this outdated premise.  
He acknowledges that consumer politics are always problematic and disenchanting.  All the 
evidence to date on this subject demonstrates that consumers are not readily amenable to or-
ganisation in forms that can exercise effective power and influence on companies selling un-
ecological products.  Moreover although the state could introduce stronger regulatory measures 
its power should not be overestimated.  Uncoordinated individual action in such a sphere may 
even be counterproductive in some circumstances.  Wiesenthal concludes on the basis of clas-
sical choice theory that the idea of 'ecological consumption' is indeed a generalised concern 
with an insufficient mobilising force. 
 
Two ways forward from this dilemma are proposed to strengthen the idea of ecological con-
sumption.  Firstly, that employees within companies might be enlisted to the cause of prevent-
ing 'ecological irresponsibility'.  This would mean organising 'consumer protection' from the 
sphere of production and extending it into that of consumption.  Although difficult it would pre-
sent fewer problems than that of creating an all embracing consumer organisation. This might 
be supported by industrial law and the protection of workers rights, areas where there are many 
precedents already.  Secondly it is possible to envisage collective action from the base of het-
erogeneous consumer coalitions.  Specialised consumer organisations might organise them-
selves under an 'umbrella organisation' that represented a variety of ecological interests eg. 
nature conservation, health, transport, ecological agriculture etc. Such an organisation would 
be based on a plurality of motives.  Social movement research has already revealed that the 
dynamic behind their emergence came from a diversity of motives for participation and readi-
ness to act, not as is often claimed from unitary motives and values. Whether or not Wiesen-
thal's proposals are taken up, or likely to be successful in the sphere of ecological consumption, 
they illustrate very concretely his approach to problems of collective action in highly complex 
differentiated societies and the irrelevance of obsolete social theory that ignores heterogeneity 
and the plurality of values that constitute the starting point of all proposals for social change 
now. 
 
Towards Green Social Policies 
A central issue in green political thought since the early 1970's has been the dependence of the 
major industrial societies on economic growth.  This has implications for individual and collec-
tive choice.  A common green response has been to argue the case for 'limits to growth' and to 
advocate zero-growth.  On the individual level such arguments are accompanied by calls for 
'voluntary simplicity' and 'self-reliance'.  Wiesenthal argues that few people are likely to feel 
content in the no-man's land between catastrophic scenarios and self-help slogans.  In reality of 
course the vast majority of people who live in the most industrialised societies simply do not 
have opportunities to opt for 'simple life' solutions.  Most households are dependent upon the 
labour market (directly or indirectly) for income (or past participation in the labour market).  The 
prime mechanism for distributing income is the labour market.  Unless and until those who are 
dependent upon the capital dominated labour market are able to win at least a degree of au-
tonomy the arguments against 'growth' seem likely to fall on deaf ears.  Green social policies 
therefore are seen by Wiesenthal as a precondition for people who want to effect changes in 
the structures on which they presently depend.  
 
Opportunities of securing an 'alternative' livelihood beyond the extortionate conditions offered 
by the capitalist labour market are important.  This is not simply a question of equity, important 
as this is, but of creating the space for registering protest more effectively and engagement with 
the social experiments that will be necessary to build an ecologically sustainable society.  Wie-
senthal does not envisage a total opting out; 
 
'What we need are options for ordinary normal people, ways of surviving materially in commu-
nication with others and without loss of self-worth when the firm closes down. When the stress 
of the job is too much, when you want to swap jobs with your partner' What is being called for 
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here is a drastic redistribution of working time, a break in the relation between income and work 
via guaranteed basic income schemes, as well as the creation of neighbourhood initiatives, co-
operatives etc.  Fundamentally there should be alternative modes of existence to those current-
ly offered by conventional labour markets. These proposals and related issues are discussed in 
chapter 4 and chapter 8.  Wiesenthal draws two important conclusions from his reflections 
about these issues.  Firstly, it is not enough to criticise and condemn the status quo.  It is also 
necessary to embark on positive pragmatic measures which although taken in isolation seem 
inadequate.  Secondly, one of the basic tenets of eco/emancipatory politics must be no pro-
gress at the cost of social insecurity. The initial responses to limits to growth were either to ad-
vocate a strategy that implied virtually universal insecurity or to defend growth (despite the evi-
dence of environmental damage) as essential for human welfare.  
 
The case for a guaranteed basic income scheme and more flexible working hours policy is dis-
cussed in 'Unheeded Problems and Enticing Utopias' While neither of these type of proposals 
(there are a number of variants of both currently on offer) can be regarded as social policy pan-
aceas they do begin to address the green/alternative emancipatory objective of increasing the 
options open to individuals.  For Wiesenthal green politics should always be concerned with 
policies that create new options, especially in conditions where there is a high degree of social 
and economic heterogeneity. The main aims of guaranteed basic income schemes and flexible 
working time proposals are, firstly to meet the objections of those who say that ecologically 
dictated limits to production and consumption would result in hardship for the poor and most 
vulnerable members of society and, secondly to accommodate the plurality of values and inter-
ests that now exist. 
 
 
IV    A New Beginning for the Greens? 
 
The final chapter written after German reunification reviews the conditions that gave rise to die 
Grunen and outlines some of the 'peculiarities of the Germans' and forcibly restates the case 
for a strategically orientated view of green politics.  Firstly, such a perspective would seek to 
offer pragmatic solutions to problems as well as moral critique.  Secondly, in rejecting 
'emotionally satisfying' fundamentalism Wiesenthal argues that green politics needs to develop 
a tolerance of ambiguity and the existence of multiple rationalities.  The strategy debate to 
some extent reflected the special circumstances in Germany but the divisions that have now 
opened up in green movements in other countries like Britain and America demonstrates that 
green politics are not only 'new politics' with few precedents to fall back on but are also inher-
ently complex.  It is no longer enough to proclaim the impending catastrophe and offer simplis-
tic moral self-help solutions, if it ever was, something more is needed.  
 
The ecological problems that have risen up the agenda everywhere over the past decade are 
quite properly seen as important and urgent but it seems unlikely that they can be resolved with 
narrowly environmentalist policies founded on a rejection of 'industrialism'.  Although there will 
always a temptation to simplify issues to make them cognitively manageable and amenable to 
political intervention the German experience demonstrates it is not enough for greens to con-
fine themselves to ecology, ecological values and the critique of industrialism.  As Wiesenthal 
points out, the German greens from the very beginning concerned themselves with the full 
range of global and social themes, as well as pursuing an ambitious programme of a movement 
of democratic and moral renewal.  Single issue green politics aimed solely at ecological and 
related conservation problems would be self-defeating.  The objection to deep ecology from a 
realist perspective therefore, is not whether their philosophical arguments for a rejection of an-
thropocentrism are valid but that their agenda is too narrow and fails to adequately address the 
'human' emancipation principle that is essential to green politics that aspire to more than single 
issue status.  From a political or sociological rather than philosophical perspective the point 
made by Wiesenthal is particularly telling; 
 
'The fact that the moral fundamentalism of radical ecology, or of 'deep ecology', is geared to the 
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generation only of the need for action but not of alternatives for action, is what makes it politi-
cally weak.  Viewed thus, fundamentalism is parasitic, because it remains dependent on the 
readiness of those with 'other' motives to engage in pragmatic action'.  Thus have we wit-
nessed, in Britain, the highjacking of ecological values and themes by the Conservative Gov-
ernment under Margaret Thatcher as well as business interests who certainly had motives 
'other' than the realisation of the ecological and emancipatory objectives which greens and al-
ternative movement supporters have sought to realise.  Paradoxically it seems that radical fun-
damentalism plays into the hands of the 'technocentric's' and those who seek to preserve the 
status quo.  The value of Wiesenthal's contribution to the German debates, in my view, is that it 
demonstrates that it is not only the German greens who need a 'new beginning'. It also devel-
ops a coherent reformist position that is consistent with mainstream ecocentric thinking and is 
opposed the kinds of technocentric thinking outlined by O'Riordan. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

GREEN RATIONALITY 

Reflections on a Strategy for our Age 

 

I    What is the Strategy Debate About? 
  
At the beginning of 1983 on the first Bundestag election after the collapse of the SPD/FDP gov-
ernment, the Greens captured their place in the parliamentary system. A few weeks later they 
started a debate, which has gone on to this day, not only about their parliamentary role  but also 
about strategies to influence society. There is no guarantee at all that the subjects which give 
rise to the most heated debate are in fact the ones that are truly at issue. For a number of rea-
sons, and in some cases this happens unconsciously, the burning issues are only rarely dis-
cussed in their 'raw' form. More often it is secondary questions—which may be simpler, more 
topical, and more pressing, and which seem less damaging—that dominate, because with them 
the lid is left tightly on the bubbling broth of controversy.  Anyone who fails to heed this as the 
arguments beat their way round the bush, or who entertains the innocent notion that the 'SPD 
toleration/coalition' debate, for example, is really about what it says, and not about something 
else (e.g. the 'hotter' question of 'revolution or reform') soon gets their fingers burnt. 
 
Hence the strategy debate amongst the Greens is dominated by a whole range of (undoubtedly 
important) issues each prompted by some topical consideration:  conditions for political tolera-
tion, the state's monopoly on power, radicalism in political programmes, the feasibility of coali-
tions and alliances, participation in government, and so on.  But the surprisingly high degree of 
conflict associated with these issues can be explained only by reference to the fundamental 
issues which their discussion simultaneously also raises.  These are the question of how we go 
about attaining a radical transformation of society, or, in more concrete terms, of what counts as 
correct and incorrect or ineffective action on the part of the Greens (or of the social movements) 
as they make their way towards an ecological, non-authoritarian, demilitarised society. Also the 
question of what character a 'better' society would have in institutional terms. Would it take the 
form of a soviet-based socialist democracy, a global patchwork of communities of 3,000 inhab-
itants, a market economy with eco-socialist constraints, or a continuation of the present system 
with technologically improved means? 
 
Although there are obvious links between these basic questions, they are not identical. The 
'How?' of practical politics is a question that necessarily confronts all those faced with decision-
making alternatives (e.g.'political toleration at what price?). On the other hand, the 'Whither?' 
question assumes a controversial character only when political commitment is underpinned by 
a specific philosophical outlook (in such a case, one simply 'knows' that no kind of social-
ism/only socialism can cure our ills). It immediately becomes obvious why the 'big' questions of 
'How?' and 'Whither' cannot merely be debated, voted on, and filed away. Current answers to 
the 'Whither?' question smack noticeably of the arbitrary or of creedal finality, the 'How?' ques-
tion, meanwhile, is rightly regarded as being too important to be 'settled' by majority vote or 
doctrinal pronouncement.The reason for this question's being such a 'hot' one, however, proba-
bly lies elsewhere. Anyone who believes they have the 'right' answer necessarily feels doubly 
unsure about their belief.  Firstly, because of the great uncertainties that lurk in their own argu-
ments and which can therefore be exploited by anyone of a different opinion in order to support 
the opposite viewpoint. Secondly, because of historical experience, which can supply any num-
ber of examples of failure but practically no usable dogmas for radicals seeking change. Even 
though in facing the outside world the parties concerned adhere to the   'impact—information—
understanding—political activity—social change' strategic model, now known to be inadequate, 
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they are unable to ward off self-doubt. This, amongst other things, explains the tendency to 
dogmatise questions of strategy and proposed solutions. 
 
How can one break out of this quandary and arrive at strategically 'workable' views of social 
reality, without abandoning one's political objective?  No doubt primarily through a broad and 
open discussion that avoids degeneration into ideological warfare.  Insistence on intelligible 
argument and logical consistency, however, far from being abandoned, should actually be 
made more stringent.  The reflections that follow are intended as a contribution to this discus-
sion, and not at all as a basis for new dogmas.  They take as their starting-point the still-
widespread view that the changes sought can be achieved, and can only be achieved, by grad-
ually 'securing a majority'(II).  An 'alternative' frame of reference for strategic analysis is pro-
posed—one that seems better suited to social conditions and conflictual situations than do ei-
ther the 'majority' model or recourse to the Leninist party concept (III).  On the basis of a work-
ing hypothesis positing a multiple conflict structure, a number of conclusions are then drawn in 
respect of the political strategy of the Greens (IV). 
 
 
II   Securing a Majority as a Means to Radical Change? 
 
All the various currents of opinion within the Greens are agreed on this one point: that the prime 
objective is not to improve the existing system but to bring about 'a fundamental change in this 
society' (Trampert).(1)  This may take the form of a 'partial dismantling of the industrial system' 
(Kretschmann),(2) or of a 'radical U-turn by society away from the industrial system' (Bahro),(3) 
but at all events, what is being proposed is some kind of 'new and as yet largely unknown so-
cial model that transcends not only capitalism but industrialism itself'.(4) 
 
In so far as their aim of bringing about radical change is not mere lip-service but arises out of a 
well-founded awareness of crisis, the Greens belong to the tradition of workers' parties that 
have pursued a similar aim.  Such parties, however, could still hope to attain their goal by a 
two-track route. Firstly they relied on the effects of history, which it was assumed was producing 
an 'upward evolution' of society (and possibly also still of 'nature')  Secondly they could count 
on human insight and readiness to organise (people as it were needed only to act at the right 
moment, to facilitate the birth of the new). Nowadays, of course, only the second track remains 
as a route to a consciously moulded future. 
 
Although the myth of progress has now pretty well universally lost its mystique, the conclusions 
that necessarily follow from the disappearance of the idea that salvation is ultimately inevitable 
have not by any means all been drawn.  It is true that, because of the manifest inappropriate-
ness of putschist strategies and the general rejection of these, it is recognised that the force 
needed for change can only develop out of people's free determination to act together (collec-
tive action). However fragments of the old myth still creep into the notions as to how collective 
action comes about for example in the shape of supposedly 'objective' laws governing the as-
similation of experience and the readiness to act, or, in the presumption that there is a clear link 
between the gravity of problems and the radicalness of social reactions (radical in respect of 
the readiness to act and the goal of the action).  Furthermore, people often behave as though 
'society' could be 'conquered' step by step by the social movements, like a battelfield or, more 
appositely, a desert.  The transformation of the whole is conceived of as a product of gradual, 
cumulative, quantitative progress. 
 
One of the central aspects of this conception reappears in the mobilisation strategies of many 
movements that challenge the established order,this is the idea of the individual as a measure 
of the success of the organisation.  Seen from this perspective, people stand either on one side 
or the other, they are either 'for' or 'against'. The 'strength of the movement' can be gauged 
from their absolute or relative numbers.  The notion that in order to open up the possibility of 
radical change one has gradually to work one's way to a majority through a process of cumula-
tive, quantitative growth, thereby becoming the 'strongest force', is one that is also deeply root-
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ed in the minds of Green politicians.(5) 
 
Of course, no Green 'quantum strategist' is so narrow-minded as to insist on an absolute nu-
merical majority (e.g. 50.1 per cent of the population). The point is to underline the need for a 
'relatively large number' of (active and passive) supporters.  When the feasibility of securing a 
majority is at issue, however, this quantitative distinction is not of decisive significance.  What 
matters is rather the qualitative determination of the majority in the sense of support for a pro-
gramme that has (first) to be recognised as necessary in order (secondly) for people to be pre-
pared to endorse it despite the drawbacks to themselves. 
 
But a majority whose composition is qualified in this way is impossible to achieve.  Why?  
When, in mobilising for radical politics, one applies the traditional'impact—information—political 
struggle' formula and has, in order to get people to commit themselves, to begin by informing 
them about impacts they have not yet experienced, and the relevant options for redress and 
resistance, a more or less insurmountable dilemma crops up.  Informing people about impend-
ing catastrophes does not automatically produce the desired result, let alone exclusively that 
result.  It also produces other, unwanted effects. Either the radical analysis is not accepted, on 
account of its radicalness—e.g. because people measure the plausibility of the prediction 
against their own personal experience, in other words against the past, despite the fact that this 
is particularly inappropriate in the case of historically unprecendented dangers. Or else there is 
that dash of religiosity or trust in science which means that the predicted catastrophes are 
'believed in' to such a degree that they are held to be unavoidable.  The eco/peace movement 
is affected by both these fallacies.  There is a fascination with doomsday visions and a tenden-
cy to ossify social processes in negatively charged structural concepts ('the system', 
'capitalism', or 'industrialism' are viewed as forces which, though still personalised, are beyond 
influence). In extreme cases, the result is that the calculated commitment that one neutralises 
is as great as the ideologised following one wins over.  Mobilisation becomes a balancing-act 
teetering between too much and too little plausibility. 
 
What was true of the radical self-education of the student movement is confirmed in the mobili-
sation problems of the new social currents. The radicalisation of analyses and aims leads to 
'strategic self-intimidation'.(6)  The success of attempts at mobilisation thus runs up against a 
particular constraint on motivation long before the selected goal (a 'relatively large number' of 
supporters) is attained. Only those individuals who are looking for something else here and 
now, something other than the prevention of the catastrophe or the creation of a new society, 
will be prepared to commit themselves. That something else is contact with kindred spirits, the 
enjoyment derived from organisational activities and politics, conflict and discussion, power in 
all its permutations, etc.   
 
Although one can see a gateway here for all kinds of irrational, utopian, and egoistic motives, 
one should not forget that it is, to a large extent, real social problems which overtax purely 
'rational' approaches, since there is no promise of success for the commitment that is called for 
here and now.  Without emotion and utopian vision, i.e. without the 'power of belief' (belief, 
amongst other things, in one's own strengths) the movement would not exist at all.(7) 
 
However, the Green/alternative movement also tries to make up for the lack of rationality in 
quasi-rational ways, namely by attempting partially to anticipate, in its organisational practice 
and in the development of an individual political culture, some of the features of the situation it 
aims to bring about.  This allows it on the one hand to recruit motivated support and reduce to 
some extent the need for utopias; on the other hand, however, the claim to be a 'new type of 
party' (8) becomes a risky kind of hallmark.  It has often to be asserted against better judge-
ment and it therefore repeatedly engenders disappointment. 
 
The essential point to retain here is that mobilisation involves a dilemma whereby one can re-
cruit either poorly motivated supporters in relatively large numbers, or inadequate numbers of 
followers of predominantly utopian, emotional, or purely organisational bent (and who have a 
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tendency to be blind to reality).  On the one hand there is a lack of will to act, on the other a 
poor grasp of reality.  Hence there is very little possibility of mustering any active majorities. 
Against the background of this dilemma, it becomes clear why many proposals and 'instant 
remedies' come to nothing.  We need, in particular, to examine the internal logic of the 
'strategies of radicalisation' that currently predominate. 
 
 
Radicalism as a Programme? 
 
Deliberately narrowing down one's political focus exclusively to the fundamental and radical, 
and directing it at explicitly identified opponents, implies reliance on the educational power of 
publicised facts and/or on the notion that future social developments will make one's own radi-
cal position comprehensible.  If activity is confined to accusation and education, resulting in 
increased support, the situation becomes paradoxical.  Because one has greater scope for ac-
tion, one has the possibility of altering the social process, but by so doing one would give the lie 
to one's own arguments.  Given this Cassandra-like paradox, an oppositional force remains 
credible only so long as it is assumed to have the will to intervene and act.  If, however, it fails 
to avail itself of the opportunities for action, if the potential threat of a growing opposition re-
mains unexploited, those who criticise unsatisfactory situations will themselves be blamed for 
the perpetuation of those situations.  This is because, whether one is a parliamentary party or a 
grass-roots group, once one is 'strong' enough to have acquired a right of veto, even abstaining 
from action is seen as a positive decision (in favour of the status quo).  The option of a coher-
ent opposition exploiting its involvement in order to present its own position and to demonstrate 
the limits of parliament's legitimacy and power to shape political life, is thus a specious one.  
But what criterion may be used to measure the success of this kind of fundamental opposition?  
Definitely not an increasing share of the vote!  This would put the proponents of fundamental 
change in the awkward position of either having to join in - by tolerating, or forming coalitions 
with, other parties — or being 'to blame' if a grand coalition representing the greater evil ended 
up governing despite the existence of an objective alternative.  Thus when Petra Kelly says, 
'Yes, sometimes I worry that the Greens will suddenly get 13 per cent of the vote and become a 
power-seeking party.  It would be better if we stayed at around 6 or 7 per cent but didn't com-
promise on our basic demands . . .'(9), this runs counter to the goal of acquiring political influ-
ence but is perfectly logical in terms of how radicals see themselves. 
 
For a radical parliamentary opposition, therefore, only failure can count as success, because 
this failure at least pays for itself in ideological terms (10), the 'impenetrability of the system' 
provides proof of the dangerous nature of that system and underlines the need to bring about 
fundamental changes . . . 
 
 
Radicalism through Failure? 
 
Since the securing of votes is thus not a measure of success, the radical opposition places its 
hopes in a kind of 'learning through disappointment'.  When — so runs the thesis of the GAL 
(Green/alternative list) politicians in Hamburg — the voters discover that the radical opposition 
cannot realise its aims inside parliament, they, the voters, will themselves become politically 
active as a social movement outside parliament. 
 
Participation in parliamentary activity is here viewed as promoting the mobilisation of real, ex-
tra-parliamentary forces.  However, at least three preconditions must be fulfilled for this to work.  
First, the voters — all proto-revolutionaries who have soberly weighed up the facts beforehand 
— must be convinced that an increase in the proportion of votes won (indeed winning the ma-
jority of the seats in parliament) does not signify any real gain in power.  Secondly, the voters 
must also genuinely have the same political goals as the political organisation that is pursuing 
this strategy.  There has never been a time, even in the history of the labour movement, when 
either of these conditions was fulfilled — let alone both simultaneously — and it is highly doubt-
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ful whether the subject-matter of the ecological debate is sufficiently explosive to act as a mobi-
lising and unifying force.(11)  Thirdly, the activists in the organisation, if no one else, have to be 
schizoid in their thinking: they have to decide on programmes, fight elections, and convince all 
those potential voters they can reach that they should go out and vote, merely in order to be 
able afterwards to confirm that precisely this kind of effort is pointless.  This approach, whose 
immediate effect is a 'self-frustrating' one, is not a strategy but a 'recipe for failure'(12). It is also 
familiar from the history of the labour movement and whose only 'certain' effect is to transform 
party workers into asocial cynics. 
 
What amounts to the decisive error, however, is that signalled in the first precondition: a party 
that finds itself in the minority will not be able to convince its voters of the pointlessness of par-
liament, because it has no choice but to identify prevailing conditions with the ruling party, in 
other words is constantly implying the opposite.  The voters would be immune to this parliamen-
tary illusion only if they could 'see through' the situation from the outset, in other words if they 
were not dependent on the information they received via the parliamentary microphones and 
Green/alternative leaflets.  But such a situation presupposes the existence of that which the 
radical opposition is still only aiming to bring about, namely revolutionary awareness. 
 
A satisfactory outcome is no more assured if one banks on the objective course of the market 
economy and capitalism and believes that one can 'render the dire even direr by talking about 
it'.(13)  In the first place, the allegedly 'educational' effects of the economic crisis, underway 
since 1975, are also used by the established parties in cooking up their own particular broth; 
and in the second place, we have even fewer clues now than in earlier times about how to 'bind 
together' the very heterogeneous and, indeed, partially contradictory interests involved 'in such 
a way that the interests are not curtailed'(14) and that 'broader sections of the population'(15) 
are reached through radicalisation.  Winfried Kretschmann has pointed out that no consensus 
can be presupposed on the question of what the referential scale or goal of 'radicalisation' 
should be.(16) 
 
There are indications that, in the absence of objective norms, decisions on these matters are 
taken in accordance with the need of those who are politically active to project a certain identity.  
The very attempt to use the new campaign slogan 'opposition to the state' to forge strategic 
unity between the parliamentary organisation and the social movements(17) paves the way for 
the demise of the orthodox concept of radicalisation.  Whilst efforts to seek out untapped sup-
port are undertaken chiefly in working-class circles, it would seem that the anarchist-style hos-
tility to the state must drastically reduce the movement's appeal to workers.  Such an approach 
would constitute an attempt to latch on to a variant of 'working-class consciousness' that has a 
tenuous historical basis but no basis at all in the present day. 
 
The retreat away from the dilemma posed by radical mobilisation and towards the issue of an 
anarchist mobilisation of the (theoretical!) workers' movement must be viewed as a circuitous 
and energy-draining detour leading to a parting of the ways between sectarianism and explicit 
operation as a party of reform.  As an attempt to maintain a revolutionary course despite all the 
inherent contradictions, however, it displays admirable consistency.  In this it contrasts sharply 
with the ideas of 'realist politicians of radical intent'(18), who, though they stress their 'rejection 
of revolution' appear to have no strategic approach of their own.  The proposals put forward by 
the eco-libertarians in November 1983 seem to advocate seeking refuge from the dilemma set 
out above by turning to matters of internal organisation. 
 
 
Radicalism through a Change of Identity? 
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The strategy propounded by Rudolf Bahro also relies on a radicalised approach to analysis and 
to the elaboration of a political programme, but this radicalisation is not so much political as 
cultural.  The clearly defined goal of establishing communities for working and living which are 
autonomous/tending to autarkical has a definite advantage compared with all other projected 
goals in the Green/alternative spectrum: it has already been worked out in sufficient detail to 
make clear to each individual what personal costs and sacrifices would be occasioned by a 
radical break with the evils of the industrial society. 
 
For this reason, a pro-opt-out attitude of any practical significance can only come about where 
the new lifestyle is regarded as having a high inherent value, independent of its effects as re-
gards humanity.  The condition for success here is ultimately the continued transformation of 
culture and values, in the course of which it becomes subjectively easier to take at least the first 
step into the opting-out process.  For, in contrast to objectives that are more demanding in insti-
tutional terms, Bahro's proposal is subject to a daily popularity-test, which in most cases turns 
out negatively. Everyone could avail him/herself of the social and material 'advantages' of the 
simple life if he/she 'only' wanted to. 
 
 It may be seen from the degree of religiosity necessitated by this strategy that even the re-
quired cultural change hardly offers sufficient incentive, and that people curtail the options that 
are still open to them voluntarily.  In fact, taking the opt-out step— which represents a kind of 
'renunciation of one's interests'— already calls for the sort of 'new' person whom only communi-
ty -based socialisation can actually engender.  This means ultimately banking on people's ef-
fecting a radical mental and social change in themselves, so that one is offering a tautological 
solution to civilisation's crisis: equipped with a different identity, people are different. 
 
A strategy that relies on individuals' transforming themselves implies a considerable degree of 
denial of organisational democracy and openness.  Why?  Anyone who seriously resolves to 
become 'different' will, in their own interests, want to safeguard themselves against any chang-
es to their resolution once it is made, in other words will resort to mechanisms by which they 
obligate themselves not to make any alterations to their choices.  The most obvious means of 
doing this, and the one that is most common in sect-like groups, is the preventive renunciation 
of one's rights in case of 'backsliding'(19). One freely consents to not being taken seriously any 
longer if one suddenly reverts to asserting 'A' instead of 'B'.  Even the mildest versions of self-
commitment require a certain degree of renunciation of autonomy and democracy.  Now a qua-
si-religious attitude does not sit particularly well with the autonomous leanings and grass-roots 
democracy of the social movements.  Moreover, when plugging into conservative values, Bahro 
dispenses with any distinction between the different nuances which values such as preserva-
tion and protection, security and community, mutual help and solidarity can assume. 
 
These values, all of which are stressed to some degree in the social movements, have a quite 
different practical significance depending on whether they are set alongside moral concepts of 
order and authority, of the traditional roles of the sexes within the family, of loyalty to the state 
and national pride, or whether they appear in conjunction with the quite different concepts of 
democracy and autonomy, self-realisation and co-operation, cultural identity and international 
solidarity. 
 
Yet we should not throw out the baby with the bathwater.  Deliberately assuming a position that 
is opposed to narrow-minded orthodox socialist thinking, Bahro emphasises the view — which 
has also been revived in alternative culture — that the readiness which people who wish to live 
in different structures display in regard to learning and effecting changes in themselves does 
much to promote processes of change targeted at institutional structures.  The question of how 
one can ensure that as many people as possible develop 'radical' leanings, in the sense of aim-
ing at Green/alternative objectives, is at any rate a more sensible and more pressing one than 
the question of how radical politicians who feel their identity threatened can protect themselves 
from the dangers with which success in political practice confronts them. 
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All the dilemmas documented above may be summarised in a theorem on the impossibility of 
radical majorities.  The first step is the notion that the will to effect comprehensive institutional 
changes necessarily also embraces the readiness of 'those who will it' to effect changes in 
themselves — so that they 'fit in with' changed social institutions.  This dual readiness to 
change, which also applies to changed identities, does not come about only as a result of the 
persuasive power of rational argument.  On the contrary, it presupposes the existence of the 
relevant dispositions in world view and attitudes.  These would have to be (a) collectively dis-
tributed from the outset, (b) exempt from everyday disputes (which have a fragmenting effect), 
and (c) largely free of verifiable claims to truth.  But social reality flies in the face of these 
premisses. It engenders attitudes that are (a) predominantly subjectively differentiated, (b) tied 
up with everday problems, and (c) subject to revision in the light of experience.  Furthermore, 
the majority of radical beliefs have a fatal tendency to mutual segregation (rather than integra-
tion and expansion).  However uncertain one deems the role of radical thinking to have been in 
historical upheavals, the current obstacles to radicalism would seem, in view of the irreversible 
differentiation of society, to be beyond doubt.(20) 
 
 
III  Politics within the Framework of a new Logic of Conflict? 
 
Both the Greens and the new social movements to which they relate as a political party are 
caught up in a conflict different from that faced by earlier movements and the party-style organ-
isations associated with them.  Since the mid-1970s, there has been talk of a second conflictual 
axis, one that cuts across the traditional left–right alignment rather than being congruent with 
it.(21) 
 
Up to now, however, the thesis of the transverse axis has not been particularly 'popular' outside 
the realms of political science; indeed, it has proved a double irritation—to those who much 
preferred to be clearly on the left rather than 'out front' and athwart the axis, and to those who 
fancied they were already 'out front' and were forced to realise that there was actually not very 
much going on there.  Yet there is something valid in the notion of a second dimension. The 
whole Green/alternative movement quite clearly interacts with two axes of conflict, both of 
which are important.Firstly, it is involved in the left–right conflict over the distribution of opportu-
nities and political power. Secondly, it opposes all those, whether on the left or on the right, who 
want questions of distribution to be viewed in purely quantitative terms, rather than in qualita-
tive, material terms (in other words as questions about specific natural and social living-
conditions), and who daily use the instruments of power at their disposal (and which they have 
secured/preserved in the aforementioned struggle over distribution) in order to enforce this nar-
row perspective. 
 
 
A Second Strategic Dilemma 
 
Given the existence of these two conflictual axes, one soon comes a cropper if one tries to ap-
ply traditional strategic concepts.  Hence there is a tacit but deeply rooted consensus amongst 
Greens that certain established revolutionary ideas should not now be given currency. There is 
no longer any trust in the institutionalism that was once much fostered in social-democratic cir-
cles, and there is now little or no belief in the notion, deriving from that institutionalism, that so-
cial change can be directed by technocratic means. Instead of assuming that in order for socie-
ty and its human payload to take a turn for the better, one has 'only' to alter a few structures, 
people now realise that some degree of transformation has to take place in people, at least at 
the same time, if not right 'at the outset'.  After all, simply taking on board all the aspirations 
engendered by this society just as they are would mean that the shop would continue to be run 
as it is run today. 
 
But if social change can happen only in conjunction with a change of identity, how can one build 
on people's existing ('old') intentions and objectives?  Further doubts as to the decisive signifi-
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cance of individual intentions and objectives arise from a quite different quarter, namely the fact 
that the efficacy of individual intentions is manifestly not solely a question of power.  For even 
social groups which, in their own and in our estimation, have an exceptionally great degree of 
power (owners of capital;  economic, political, and military management-elites) have so far not 
managed, despite numerous and continuing attempts, to achieve this. Namely, to use their su-
perior power not just piecemeal and in order to extend their own positions of power, but in order 
to alter the foundations of society, in other words those personal and institutional values that 
transcend constitutions and other official norms. Examples here are markets, ideologies, family 
relations. Even the most brutal and most disruptive changes, for example those that took place 
in China during the 1960s (Cultural Revolution) and in Kampuchea (Pol-Pot regime) have not 
produced the result intended, namely a radically different society. 
 
Precisely because of this, those in positions of power react extremely sensitively when the sys-
tem which even they cannot direct (or cannot direct purposefully or effectively) becomes sub-
ject to further turbulence as a result of plans by less powerful groups to effect changes in it. 
Their inability to direct the system then expresses itself as a fear of being unable to repair even 
the smallest 'alternative' cracks without the plaster starting to crumble at other, completely dif-
ferent, points.  Thus the status quo is doubly protected from change, by power monopolies and 
by the complexity of the system, and less-powerful head-on opposition is doubly likely to expe-
rience defeat.  Where even superior power could not produce the effect one would like it to, 
rickety alternative projects operating with inadequate means are definitely not going to be toler-
ated, 
 
Radical political opposition groups regularly draw the wrong conclusion from such situations, 
namely that they have been particularly canny in their choice of target, possibly even that they 
have struck at the 'heart of the system'.  Why else would the powerful react so strongly?  But in 
fact repression is not a good indicator of the effectiveness of strategies that call the system into 
question.  Previously, this kind of reaction would have been described as the system's 
'strategem for defending itself', but nowadays one has at least to allow for the possibility that 
there is no volitional-cum-logical link between the action and the reaction, one reason being 
that the powerful do not (cannot) themselves always know when and where they are being sub-
jected to effective attack.  If one recognises this lack of a connection, one then at least under-
stands how it comes about that inappropriate strategies (selected against the background of a 
misinterpretation of the true situation) tend to promote narrow-mindedness and dogmatism ra-
ther than successful learning-experiences and adjustment. 
 
Rational radical strategies thus face not only an 'internal' dilemma (in relation to their self-
imposed goal of securing a majority in favour of radical objectives, cf. Section II) but also an 
'external' one, determined by the outside context.  This external dilemma consists in the fact 
that, because of the complexity of the system known as the 'industrial society' (a system whose 
weak points are not determined by 'simple' causal relations), willed social change has enor-
mous and largely unknown problems to contend with when it comes to aims and means, and 
one effect of this is that the movements which are challenging the system are receiving sys-
tematically distorted, or indeed downright false, 'learning stimuli'.  Given that there is no sure 
link between the appropriateness and efficacy of political actions on the one hand, and the ve-
hemence of the reaction against them or of the repressive 'responses' to them (mostly originat-
ing from the state), even a slight tendency to wishful thinking and dogmatism is enough to en-
sure that, armed with the best intentions, one will head at full speed for the most adamantine 
parts of the system, where one will inevitably founder on the complexity of that system or on the 
insurmountably superior power of the state.(22) 
 
Assuming that dissident social movements are at all capable of rational self-education and a 
rational choice of strategy (this precondition will not be universally or automatically satisfied), 
the prime task, ahead of the resolution of any organisational problems, is to throw some light on 
the links between objective problems, social action, and the reactions one is looking for from 
society.  If there is any kind of window of opportunity for willed change, then it is here, in the 
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typology of the 'new' conflicts, that we are likely to find it. 
 
 
Multiple Conflicts: Diversity, Uncertainty, Participation 
 
Since the rise of the new social movements, we have grown used to people pointing out the 
originality of the issues with which they deal.  They are not issues of class in the sense of being 
about social structures of privilege and how these predetermine who is positively or negatively 
affected (in an objective sense) or how affectedness is perceived (subjectively).  Again, they 
relate to consequences of social action that are unintended (and more often unwitting) rather 
than intended (and witting).  Such effects include the trend towards large-scale technology with 
its incalculable risks, the cumulative environmentally damaging effects of the increased use of 
chemicals, of energy waste, of traffic, and of housing policy; the marginalisation of certain social 
groups and categories, and so on.  Viewed globally, these issues (or the circumstances which 
give rise to them) do not fit into a scheme of clear-cut causation, nor do they tally with the no-
tion that all the conflicts are caused by one and the same social adversary, who can be blamed 
for 'deliberately' engineering them.  Hence it is no coincidence that abstract conceptual terms 
('industrialism',' the industrial society', 'capitalism', 'capital') fill—or ostensibly fill—the 'slots' in 
the definitions of causes and opponents. 
 
The nature of the conflicts may be clarified by sorting them according to three commonly used 
criteria:(23) From an objective point of view, what we are dealing with here is an extremely var-
ied set of issues and this fully reflects the range of motivations within the grass-roots move-
ment.  The objective pressure of particular problems constitutes at best only one of several fac-
tors at the origin of the movement, and this in itself prevents the extraordinary diversity of the 
issues from being reduced to one simple formula. It is often more important, for example, that 
there has been a change in the social interpretation of a problem and in the notions of legitima-
cy relevant to it, or that individuals believe their values to be under threat.  The particular moti-
vations can be highly specific, but in many cases the transcendent idea in all the conflicts might 
be defined as 'the safeguarding and restoration of endangered lifestyles or . . . the implementa-
tion of reformed ones'(24) (Habermas).  The reasons that are cited for the actions point to dan-
gers engendered by the social structure:  
 

 'costs and negative effects of the prevailing economic and political rationale,  
a qualititative change in the methods and effects of government and of social control', 
and the fact that 'political and economic institutions have lost all capacity for self-
correction and self-restraint'(25) (Offe). 

 
From a chronological point of view, there is no mechanism inherent in the state of affairs itself 
(or rather in the objective character of the issues) which ensures continuity between the con-
flicts  There is no guarantee of any 'evolution of the contradictions'. Indeed the 'new' conflicts 
are notable for their discontinuity. Thus, for example, the opposition to nuclear power stations 
contained no inherent trend towards increasing integration (e.g. in the shape of a struggle for a 
new, positively defined concept of energy provision). And it is just as unlikely, for example, that 
the self-help movement in psychiatric medicine will work itself up to the level of a global political 
struggle for new institutions and living conditions that safeguard health. 
 
From a social point of view, as has already been said, the defining characteristic is the hetero-
geneity of those involved.  Typical here were, and still are, conflicts concerning the use of space 
for industrial or infrastructure purposes.  In these disputes, almost all the groups that are physi-
cally affected (from large farm-owners to young people without jobs or training-places) — and 
not just middle-class people affected only on an 'ideas' level  — find themselves on the same 
side.  However, the facile thesis that being affected automatically engenders a readiness to 
undertake collective action is one that stands in need of correction. It is likely that there are al-
ways a number of factors at work here, and only in combination do they account for the genesis 
of joint social or political activities.  First, there is a common negative concept of reality (that is 
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to say, agreement at least about what one does not want, the fact that one is personally affect-
ed undoubtedly plays what is often a decisive role as a trigger here) Secondly, there is a vague 
consensus about suitable means and forms of actions (e.g. coming together in a 'one-point' 
initiative for the purpose of direct action). Thirdly, there is a mimimum of resources of the kind 
found particularly amongst academically trained members of the middle classes (time, money, 
knowledge). Fourthly, there are already networks in existence between individuals (thus, for 
example, the Greens would not have got off to such a good start had it not been for the com-
munication and organisational work done by those in pre-existing radical 'contact 
group'networks. 
 
In one respect something of a link may be traced between the social provenance of the protag-
onists in the new social movements and the issues that concern them. The dangers described 
above are more easily perceived from certain 'social quarters' than, for example, from the 
standpoint of the clash between labour and capital. Those quarters are the ones occupied by 
the educated and by (primarily young) outsiders.  The one group enjoy, so to speak, prominent 
access to the contradictions of society as cognitively graspable entities, the other group — in 
their capacity as structurally 'superfluous' individuals — experience those contradictions as an 
intense threat to their own identity.  What is decisive here, however, is that the particularities 
relating to social structure do not show through in the formulation of the issues.  The social 
claims put forward by these groups are often of a general nature, formulated to accommodate 
all those actually or potentially affected.(26) 
 
It is important to bear in mind that discontinuous conflicts over particularised issues and attract-
ing a heterogeneous set of participants are not shaped exclusively 'objectively', and cannot be 
engineered by any political elite.  Once they have got going, they can, given organisational skill, 
political astuteness, and a few chance factors, work up to quite a degree of political explosive-
ness. The conficts, however, are bound to lose some of their political effectiveness if they are 
put to work by third parties for their own purposes (for example, in order to reinforce party inter-
ests), and even more so if they are 're-assigned' by third parties from one issue to another. 
 
Since it is probably true that capitalist industrial society has become too complex for the con-
siderable degree of potential conflict it contains to develop into a fully fledged catastrophe (of 
the kind one could expect in more simply structured social systems of the nineteenth century). 
What we observe instead is 'a whole collection of sectoral crises and instances of social disin-
tegration occurring on a permanent basis' (Hirsch),(27) the problem outlined above may be very 
crudely summarised as follows: How can a dynamic of social change develop out of the heter-
ogeneity, complexity, and lack of synchrony of the 'new' conflicts?(28) 
 
The answer to this question will only emerge when we have disengaged ourselves from a num-
ber of obvious but now invalid assumptions and have accepted the idea of the complexity of 
existing conditions. We must start by taking leave of the notion of cumulative learning. It is not 
the case that individuals become more and more aware as they move from one action to the 
next (in simplified hypotheses this means from one general election to the next), finally conclud-
ing that it is 'the system itself' or 'the conditions regulating property' or some other root-of-all-
evil that should be tackled. 
 
In contrast to this idea of cumulative radical consciousness, there would seem to be an urgent 
need to think through the new conflictual logic in a way that takes account of the status or role 
of the social protagonists.  In so doing, one should be ready to accommodate the notion of a 
new kind of link between issues, individuals, and social change (that link is not necessarily his-
torically new but may be new in theoretical terms).  This necessary change of perspective 
would have to take as its starting-point the observation, borne out by experience and theoretical 
deliberation, that, given both the multiplicity and the individual peculiarities (particularity) of the 
conflicts, the emergence of identical protagonsits who can be 'unified' across what would seem 
to be all conflicts and issues, is an impossibility.  Instead, what we have — and this is the cen-
tral thesis of the present section — are very widely distributed instances of readiness to act, but 
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ones that always relate only to very small areas of the whole process of change.  This is be-
cause we cannot count either on a steady increase, at the individual level, in awareness of the 
interests involved or in readiness to act, or on there being a 'proper' sequence (e.g. from pe-
ripheral to central) in the issues, interests, and conflicts. 
 
In concrete terms: the varied nature of people's situations (this includes differences in social 
and cognitive 'proximity' to issues), and of other social ties, constraints, and values (which, for 
example, influence the way interests are prioritised) makes itself felt in a number of ways.  
Many of those participating in the peace movement, for example, did not involve themselves in 
the ecological issue, many ecologically motivated people did not  support feminist demands, 
the desire to halt the spread of the nuclear industry or of private transport is not identical with 
'radical' objectives such as that of achieving exclusively solar-based energy-consumption or the 
renunciation of all kinds of private motorised transport, a seventy-year-old, after much hesita-
tion, decides 'just' (?) to take part in a census boycott but sticks to his view that schoolchildren 
really ought to be taught some manners. For many different reasons individual political activity 
varies greatly at different stages of life and does not (as the cumulative thesis would have it) 
increase in accordance with the objective pressure of particular problems or the need for politi-
cal action.  Yet all these deviations from the ideal of political activity are not exceptions; they are 
typical of normal involvement in social conflict.  The participants only ever participate in the to-
tality of the conflicts in a specific and partial way (they literally 'take part'). 
 
Whether this specific, purely sectional character of individual experience of conflict and of read-
iness to become involved is something new, in other words a product of the complex network of 
social differentiations operating in conjunction with a certain degree of scope for individual ad-
justment and orientation, can only be accepted here as one plausible explanation amongst 
several.  Ideas about politically active individuals becoming ever more 'aware' and 'radical' 
should probably be regarded as an error of older revolutionary theory. Whatever the case, the 
typology of conflict associated with the new social movements (and probably also with the 
workers' movement, if it were to revive under specific circumstances) 'produces' social change 
primarily as a result of the activity of individuals whose experience, motivation, and action are 
particularised. As a result, it makes little sense, at the level of individual awareness, to start out 
from the idea that the precondition for, and motive force of, change is a radicalism that trans-
cends all the issues and is directed at the whole of society.  To take this fact into account, how-
ever, in no way precludes the conflicts having radical effects on social institutions; on the con-
trary, given that it constitues an improved understanding of the processes of change (processes 
that are quite definitely open to influence), it should actually foster such an outcome. 
 
Two further arguments demonstrate the strategic superiority of this approach.  First, the particu-
larity of people's experience of conflict and the varied ways in which they are affected (these 
may be positive as well as negative, for example, with respect to access to resources and op-
portunities for interaction).In other words the basic conditions with which we start, are a product 
of the system.  Within these conditions, established politics has the effect of producing highly 
specific negative impacts on people (these impacts are often bunched together), whilst pursu-
ing general, across-the-board political objectives.  Hence regular politics produces a steady 
stream of negatively affected minorities in its attempt to push through decisions that are not 
asked for or supported by any majority and are only legally 'possible' because they are acqui-
esced in indivually by an unwitting majority of non-affected people.(29) 
 
If the specific political identities(30) thus produced now had to be passed through the filter of 
out-and-out radical, possibly philosophical, dogmas before they were allowed to be considered 
politically relevant or 'mature', the effect would be to reinforce quite considerably the filter-effect 
of existing structures. If it only those people who also collected radical brownie-points in other 
areas of debate such as peace, women's issues, energy, and ecology, which are also products 
of the system's complexity and the existing power-structures!, this would have an even graver 
effect than the much-maligned policy of 'patching-up capitalism'. It would be tantamount to un-
ceremoniously 'stabilising the system' by deliberately neutralising the greater part of the forces 
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that might become oppositional. There is therefore no choice but to respect the actual multiplici-
ty of individual political identities— along with the particular histories they bring in terms of ex-
perience, orientation, and preferences — as the only possible basis for an alternative kind of 
politics; and to do so even, indeed precisely, where one is seeking to change existing prefer-
ences. 
 
Secondly, people's habit of concentrating their involvement on one issue at a time is no less 
'rational' than the traditionally preferred 'across-the-board' radicalism, and indeed, the reason 
for this is that the gamut of social demands generated by the promises and failures of the in-
dustrial society is far from being free of contradictions in itself.  People are not to blame for this, 
and one does not by any means have to share the world-view of an organisation like IG 
Bergbau or of a bureaucrat at the energy department to have doubts about the logical and so-
cial compatibility of all the different demands (e.g. the demand for long-term security in living-
conditions, for untouched natural areas, for easily assimilable socio-technical systems, for 
communal forms of ownership based on principles of solidarity, for grass-roots decision-making 
procedures, for individual autonomy, for self-fulfilment at the workplace . . .). 
 
The point at issue here is that if the 'need' for ever more radical awareness is not going to be 
confined to purely negative concepts ('destroy what is destroying you'), one has to live with the 
idea that people have in their heads a variety of visions (which probably change from time to 
time) of positive situations, and these visions would lose their political force if they were sub-
jected to external pressure to conform.  One should also bear in mind that the norm to which 
people would be required to make their demands conform would almost inevitably have to be 
determined arbitrarily; as a result, it would always remain open to dispute.  In addition, one 
would not be able to exclude the possibility that the complexity of social relations has become 
too great for all the relevant issues and interconnections to be integrated in the minds of the 
politically active.  This excess pressure of problems does not militate systematically against the 
notion that social movements can succeed, but it is does militate against the idea of subjecting 
participant awareness to measurement against 'standards of quality' that are unattainable. 
 
 
Complex Transformations 
 
In terms of those who carry it out, social change that is brought about through multiple conflict 
is variable and restricted to the particular.  The people who conduct the conflicts are different in 
each case. The things that ensure unity and continuity, in the sense of some kind of 
'development' are a few general principles and values shared by all and eventually the institu-
tional changes that are brought about. In other words, the results of successful individual con-
flicts rather than the preconditions for them. 
 
'Pure' philosophies of life and a correspondingly acute sense of the need to act in the cause of 
'revolution' are not decisive here.  Cultivating an attitude that is uncompromisingly 
'revolutionary' or in fundamental opposition to the system lies in the same realm as quite per-
sonal passions such as serious amateur sports, semi-professional music-making, enthusiastic 
do-it-yourself, academic ambition, managerial obsession (also to be found amongst politicians), 
and so on.  It seems pointless, indeed counterproductive, to bank on an increase in passionate 
convictions. 
 
Equally, it is misleading to suppose that there is a 'barrier because people's outlook is tied into 
the system' (Bahro).  The notion that everything is so difficult only because 'capitalism has cre-
ated within individuals a psychological structure that conforms to its own requirements' is an 
erroneous belief implanted by the mechanical rehearsal of popular Marxist arguments.(31)  
According to this view, there would have to be a kind of self-conquering act of the will before 
anti-capitalist politics could or should get underway.  But that which here occupies the place of 
some kind of personalised 'power', namely 'capitalism', is nothing more than society itself. The 
problem  'how is change possible?' always concerns both sides, the institutional structures (or 
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the real situation) and the preferences of those who are taking action/being affected. 
 
 
But starting-points for changes on both sides of the 'system' that is society are to be found only 
within that system; 'outside' there is nothing, since the as yet non-existent cannot be either a 
cause or basis of current action. What remains therefore is merely the existing preferences for 
specific rejections and concrete 'utopias', that is to say for multiple but particularised conflicts.  
The preferences that are born out of real situations and existing values provide the only route 
out of those situations, a route which will, if we choose to follow it, lead us to new and possibly 
'more radical' preferences. 
 
A change in individual desire is necessary for the process of transformation to make any pro-
gress (of course, other preconditions must be fulfilled for 'progress' to occur).  Stated very 
crudely, one might imagine a stage-by-stage process in which specific preferences lead to 
changes in the conditions which gave rise to them and to which they relate. Within this ongoing 
process new conditions and new preferences develop, and these may, if successfully 'worked 
through' politically, lead to a change in conditions (e.g. in other areas of action), and so on.  
Strategically speaking, it would hardly be sensible to aim to achieve unity, or even linear uni-
formity, in the individual steps of the conflict or between one conflict and the next — unless one 
has a preference for the 'aesthetics' of mass organisation and revolutionary rhetoric to the ef-
fectiveness of action. 
 
The following factors, on the other hand, may be considered positive: 
1) One important precondition of the 'subjective transformation' that has to take place at the 
same time as the overall transformation, namely, the fulfilment of the 'change yourselves' pos-
tulate, can only exist in conjunction with specific conflicts/issues.  This is because the 'begin 
with yourself' approach can only ever relate to one section of a person's identity, alongside 
which a lot of other things must remain unchanged.  As an appeal to transform oneself entirely, 
it is completely absurd. 
2) Because of the particularity of the conflicts, the threshold from individual desire to collective 
action is lower than in the case of a comprehensive programme of social transformation.  Pro-
cedures for reaching agreement on objectives and means tend to be simpler and thus more 
promising. The prospect of having a large number of people participating makes the goal ap-
pear achievable and makes the corresponding preferences seem 'realistic'.  As the adversaries 
would see it, this approach offers one advantage which, in certain circumstances, could be de-
cisive. The militants are harder to identify and, because they only deviate slightly from the 
'average' members of the population, it is very difficult to single them out and take action 
against them. 
3) By acknowledging that particularised conflicts have the same motive force in social change 
as was formerly claimed for aspirations to revolutionary organisation, one avoids the credibility 
pitfall mentioned above. It is positively incomprehensible that impending catastrophes should 
be evoked but that any attempt to intervene in their development should be rejected on the 
grounds that this would achieve 'nothing' and would 'only' gain time. Here too, the old faith in 
the future that was a feature of the labour movement immediately shines through. Within the 
framework of the mode of thought peculiar to it, that movement had much more ground to be-
lieve that its options for action would improve with time.  As far as the ecological crisis is con-
cerned, however, the opposite is true. A policy of wait and see will not bring solutions any near-
er, time swallows up the options for action. 
 
 
Criteria of Success 
 
I am not concerned here to criticise or appraise specific components of the Green/alternative 
package, which now covers practically all the areas dealt with by a departmentally organised 
politics.  What does need to be done is to establish a level of discussion about political strategy 
at which concrete routine political demands, current extra-parliamentary conflicts, and the dy-
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namics of complex transformations can be viewed (and of course represented) not as oppo-
sites or alternatives, and thus as irreconcilable, but as related. 
 
What should count as success may be summarised very generally as the creation of (more or 
qualitatively better) possibilities of action (options).  What is meant by this is additional choices 
both in shaping life at the individual and collective levels and in moulding living conditions in 
accordance with ecological and emancipatory values.  Put more simply: the central problem in 
every case is to find a way to 'live according to new values'. 
 
Here again, two sides of social change come into play: the material/structural and the norma-
tive. In material terms, what is at issue here is the possibility of not having to concentrate one's 
attention as an individual solely on the problems of securing one's existence, and of having to 
spend as short a time as possible on this. This is the precondition for securing options and new 
possibilities at the subjective/normative level.  Such options imply improved access to values 
which are 'objective' vis-à-vis existing social problems and problems of social development, 
which aim to give 'everyone' the chance to be involved in shaping society. This would lend pur-
pose to the idea of using collective action to realise the values involved.  Since there is no au-
tomatic solution here, nor any ideal methods of 'developing awareness', the only possiblity left 
is that individuals will learn through political activity. To increase the likelihood of individuals' 
being confronted with insights and values which, in terms of the explanations and guidance 
they offer, are 'better suited' to the experiences and perceived problems than are exclusively 
traditional values. 
 
Those who are active in the new social movements must, of all people, realise to what degree 
each of their own personal 'alternative' life-histories has been fostered by basic material securi-
ty, by some degree of disengagement from restricted thought and behaviour, and, most im-
portantly, by relatively easy access to the stores of social knowledge. In other words, typical 
middle-class living-conditions, socialisation, and education. 
 
 
The Struggle for Life and Autonomy of Action 
 
Although an increase in options can, very generally, be described as probably the most im-
portant criterion of success in multiple conflicts, it is practically impossible to identify in advance 
those issues which will constitute the breaking-points in future conflicts.  All one can do is to 
offer a few cautious provisional observations on the current situation.   
 
Apart from conflicts that are concerned with defending existing options for shaping one's life, 
these include all the issues involving use of land, environmental protection, and industrialisa-
tion, there seems to be another, extremely important, area of debate emerging at another level, 
namely the question of distribution of income or access to sources of income.  The reason why 
this issue is becoming so crucial is that the central distributive mechanism —the 'labour 
market'—leaves a large and ever growing number of people 'out of account', and these peo-
ple's claims to opportunities of securing an autonomous existence therefore remain unsatisfied.  
This is a problem for which a whole range of options for action going beyond the 'growth 
solution' have been proposed.  These include redistributing existing work by introducing shorter 
working hours, excluding certain categories of workers (women, older people, foreigners), in-
troducing a minimum income that would be paid whether one is in work or not, promoting the 
opportunities of securing a livelihood which exist within the informal or alternative economy. 
 
The income problem makes itself felt particularly acutely when a workforce is threatened with 
redundancy and calls for the continuation of a production process which in itself is a matter of 
indifference to it.  But what attracts so much attention in such cases is only a particularly pro-
nounced example of the interdependence that prevails generally.  The phenomenon of people's 
depending on situations which they often do not just not care about but actually find unpleasant 
and nevertheless still feel obliged defend because this is the only way they can provide for 
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themselves, is a widespread one.  It is a type of dependence which those affected can general-
ly only replace with another dependence of the same kind but which they are unable to remove 
individually.  Dependence on the labour market or (in even more general terms) on income is 
one important and effective mechanism (but not the only one!) by which society safeguards 
itself against various 'designs for change'.  The traditionally recommended antidote — getting 
rid of 'paid work', the undisputed root of all evil, by 'abolishing capital-based relations'— is logi-
cal but ineffective, since in order to bring this about, the very dependencies in question would 
have to have been removed already, or at least considerably slackened.   
 
In the course of the history of the labour movement, attempts to reduce people's dependence 
on a capital-dominated labour-market have attracted the label 'reformist'. It may today seem a 
paradox of the history of ideas that the concrete attempts to win workers a bit of independence 
from capital — as an autonomous base for action — were denounced from the standpoint of 
the 'revolutionary', no less, as an expression of wrong thinking. This applies to all attempts to 
launch a co-operative movement as well as to early socialist models of community as devel-
oped within the framework of an 'island strategy'.(32)  A sober analysis on the basis of modern 
strategic theory shows, however, that just these kinds of routes are very probably the only ones 
open to people if they want to effect a change in the structures on which they themselves de-
pend. 
 
In concrete terms: all opportunities of securing an 'alternative' livelihood, outside the extortion-
ate conditions offered by the labour market in the interests of the economically and politically 
powerful, are important.  It would be too much of digression here to enter into a comparison of 
the concrete alternatives (transferred income, the drastic redistribution of labour, self-help initia-
tives and neighbourhood projects, co-operatives, etc.).  But even a quick glance at possible 
criteria of suitability reveals what might be at least one of the issues here' what is required is 
not a vision of how to achieve a total 'opting-out', a vision that is comprehensible only to those 
involved in the now distant alternative culture. What we need are options for ordinary normal 
people, ways of 'surviving' materially in communication with others and without loss of self-
worth when the firm closes down. When the stress of the job is too much, when you want to 
swap jobs with your partner. When the options for collective counteraction have been exhaust-
ed to no avail or have not even got into gear but where an individual retreat would have little or 
no political effect.   
 
This — undoubtedly multifarious — 'second net' need not be so big as to carry 'everyone' at 
once. To achieve the desired effect, namely the ability to register protest more effectively from 
within the system when one is either less dependent on its operations or is able to choose be-
tween alternative modes of existence, requires far less than this. Although this 'less' would con-
stitute a minor social revolution in comparison with the present situation.  Finally, there are 
grounds for believing that options for substituting or complementing one's livelihood will be all 
the more 'secure' the more concretely they are organised. Space, working materials, communi-
cation networks, self-managed funds, can in some cases offer more security after dismissal 
than individual rights to payments.(33) 
 
The effect of 'reformist' advances towards greater independence from the labour market ex-
tends to both social levels.  It produces something resembling an 'Archimedean point', a delib-
erately increased distance between centralised operations of the economic system and individ-
ual living-conditions.  Only from this somewhat 'safe' distance are people able to apply effective 
levers to their circumstances.  Two obvious conclusions for political action follow from this, in 
the struggle to secure choices as to how life is shaped, criticism and indictment of the status 
quo are not enough. It is also essential to have the courage to embark on positive, thoroughly 
pragmatic measures, which, in isolation, will always seem and probably will be inadequate.  In 
addition, one should adhere to one of the basic tenets of ecological/emancipatory politics, no 
progress at the cost of social insecurity! 
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Beyond the Economic Principle: A Second Scale of Values 
 
Administratively, there is almost nothing one can do to 'recruit' more people to those systems of 
values in which ecological/emancipatory goals occupy a prime position.  Such a change can 
happen only as part of a 'voluntary' reorientation.  What one can and should do, however, is to 
strengthen the notion of the 'normality' of such values, to bolster the legitimacy of correspond-
ing social claims, and, most importantly, to defend claims to autonomy and self-fulfilment — as 
voiced originally by the women's movement — against attempts to make them conform to eco-
nomic factors or naturalistic principles.(34) 
 
The conflict of values and the importance of new and perhaps  unconventional attitudes should 
not be underestimated, especially as they challenge conservative values. Such attitudes, like 
new 'material' options, have a strategic significance, in real conflicts they make it possible for 
individuals both to view the disadvantages and costs which their participation brings in terms 
that are other than purely economic. That is to say as an investment leading to the fulfilment of 
'qualitative needs' and to opt for 'indirect strategies' in order to achieve their objectives.(35)  
The thinking here is basically quite simple: sacrifices of a material/economic kind (e.g. the time 
and money spent on political activity) must appear as benefits on a second 'scale' if one wishes 
to count on something more than purely irrational action. 
 
As an aid to understanding here, one should recall the strategic deficit suffered by a purely ma-
terialistic doctrine, which regards reference to subjective values as an 'idealist' deviation from 
the goal of securing resources.  But in the light of an exclusively economic rationale, the mate-
rial costs of collective action must inevitably appear as a 'step backwards'.  Because success is 
so uncertain anyway, these costs seem too 'high'.(36)  In this sense, ecological/emancipatory 
values, qualitative claims to autonomy in shaping one's life, are perhaps the most precious cap-
ital held by the ecological and other new social movements.  It would be imprudent to squander 
this capital — for example in opportunistic attempts to 'extend the alliance'— by subordinating 
such claims to (undoubtedly justified) economic aspirations. Especially at a time when even the 
trade unions will be increasingly dependent on motives of this sort in order to secure a mini-
mum of influence over working conditions. The fact that the demand for a 'new way of working' 
has retained its persuasiveness — indeed, has become even more persuasive — despite un-
employment and uncertainty in regard to livelihood indicates that there is some hope as far as 
the progress of the conflict at the value-level is concerned. 
 
 
IV  The Functions of the Party in Anonymous Social Chanage 
 
The idea of social change as a product of asynchronous, particularised conflicts involving vary-
ing sets of non-radical protagonists is hard to square with the current concepts of what the rela-
tion should be between movements and party.  One thing is clear however, social conflicts are 
not 'staged' using administrative means, they seem rather — looking at them with hindsight — 
to 'happen'.  Apart from being able to provide organisational help in the initial phases, and pos-
sibly having the chance to get any positive results of the conflict 'ratified' by parliament, the 
main task of a party such as the Greens will be to adopt a positive attitude to conflicts that are 
underway, in order to encourage extra-parliamentary movements and accelerate the dynamic of 
social change. 
 
At the same time, however, the proposed projection of multiple individual conflicts into one 
overall dimension — namely, securing greater scope for the realisation of ecologi-
cal/emancipatory values — involves a great many preconditions.  A political organisation acting 
alongside and between the various conflicts is undoubtedly needed in order to ensure continui-
ty, gather and preserve experiences, and safeguard the claims made during the conflicts 
against partisan attempts at distortion or perversion.  Only from the oversimplified perspective 
of 'grass-roots groups parliamentarising themselves' was it possible for it to seem as if the 
Greens were an appendage, an organisational offshoot of initiatory politics.  Their own particu-
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lar character, which is substantially different from that of a movement, has now emerged more 
clearly, and there are indications that the party is encountering special problems in the competi-
tion to recruit members and win votes.   
 
It would seem that, even when the pitfall associated with radicalism (cf. Section II) has success-
fully been circumvented, the phase of defining party tasks and identifying the special status of 
the party vis-à-vis the social movements and conficts will still not be over.  The problems listed 
below—which have been chosen arbitrarily rather than systematically — are intended to show 
what kinds of tasks and dangers a party organisation can expect to meet as it tries to provide 
productive back-up to complex transformations. 
 
 
Principles 
 
Maintaining a productive attitude to autonomously conducted conflicts means, reinforcing those 
factors which promote the change that is being sought and criticising anything that threatens to 
block, divert, or set it back.  However obvious and simple this definition is, its practical realisa-
tion will remain a matter of dispute, because, in the face of the various claims that have curren-
cy within the movements and the party, not always the same thing is defined as success.  For 
this reason, it seems worth at least attempting to set out some 'highest' principles or guides to 
decision-making.  A further motive for doing so is the subjective 'need' for very general guide-
lines. 
 
The nub of the political objectives pursued in Green politics, that is to say the essential, 
uncircumventable substance of all 'new' (i.e. 'across the board') claims in regard to political con-
tent and form, may — on the basis of programmes, statements, internal disputes, and the end-
result of the process of self-recruitment that takes place as people join or leave the party — be 
summarised in two postulates: preservation and emancipation. 
 
The preservation postulate(37) is common to all 'ecologically' formulated demands but relates 
in each case to quite different 'objects'.  At the one extreme of ethically/aesthetically experi-
enced threat, it applies to all natural resources endangered by industrialisation and civilisation 
(in particular, of course, the different forms of life), at the other extreme, the focus is the prob-
lem of resources faced by the industrial society and civilisation (the prime issue here is that of 
finite resources and their importance as raw materials).  This preservation aspect is paradoxical 
on two counts. In the first place, there is a curious reversal in the way the problem is viewed at 
either extremity (in one case society appears as a cause of the threat, in the other it seems 
itself to be threatened). In the second place, it is clear that rational political objectives can be 
formulated only in the median area, not at the extremities.   
 
Given that human beings are themselves part of nature, the ethical/aesthetic extreme postulat-
ing the total preservation of life (38) is self-contradictory, there are no conceivable circumstanc-
es under which we could avoid living 'at the expense of nature'.  At the industrialistic extreme, 
on the other hand, natural resources only appear to be the focus of attention.  In reality, what is 
at issue is a structure of needs shaped by industrial requirements, and the idea is to alter the 
production base of that structure so that as much of it as possible can be preserved un-
changed. To the extent that needs depend directly on the production base, at this extremity too 
we come up against a contradiction. Needs are to be reformed in order that they can survive as 
unchanged as possible.(39)  Application of the preservation postulate is therefore fraught with 
problems, what is meant by 'preserve' is not predetermined its contents must be specified — 
and this must be done by weighing and balancing ethical norms and aesthetic/communicative 
claims(40) and also claims of a more material/economic nature. 
 
 In contrast to some facile notion of a hierarchy of needs, the two sorts of claims can hardly be 
played off against each other, individual identities are built simultaneously on both. economic 
satisfaction can hardly compensate for aesthetic loss, and vice versa.  The conclusion is evi-
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dent.  Green/alternative politics is not really free ( in the sense that it is unconstrained) to rein-
terpret existing definitions of problems in line with ideas of what should be preserved and of 
what should, in certain circumstances, be taken on board as a result of that preservation. Nor is 
it free to shift these definitions in another direction as it pleases.  Attempts of this kind would 
miss the mark in that they would fail to coincide with people's view of themselves, and they 
would rapidly dampen willingness to engage in political activity. 
 
The emancipation postulate scarcely needs explanation.  It should be said, however, that it 
does not apply to blanket social categories, or indeed to class per se. It seems rather to relate 
primarily to the freedom of action demanded by individuals.  Both normative and structural con-
straints on autonomy of action emerge as problems here, which is why proposed 'one-
dimensional' solutions (improvements in structure but no change in discriminatory norms, or 
alterations in norms with persisting structural disadvantage) are regularly criticised and tend to 
be 'underestimated' (as a precondition for further progress).  To date, the women's liberation 
movement seems to have been the most important supporter of a rigorous postulate of eman-
cipation. 
 
To identify preservation and emancipation as 'highest' principles is to acknowledge the different 
character of the other major ideas dealt with in alternative politics: these ideas are instrumental 
rather than goal-related.  This is undoubtedly the case for the principle of 'grass-roots 
democracy' and for the socialist inheritance of the Greens.  Procedures based on grass-roots 
democracy, and the vision of socialist institutions, originate in a (historical) context of ideas that 
only approximately 'hit home' as far as the claims that arise in present-day conflicts are con-
cerned.  This is why, in regard to ecological and emancipatory priorities in particular, recourse 
to 'tradition' always causes difficulties.  These difficulties can hardly be got rid of by subordinat-
ing the new values to old, purely instrumental principles. 
 
For success at the normative level of claims and values, two aspects in particular seem im-
portant.  First, because of the understandable need for harmony there is undoubtedly a con-
stant temptation for conservatives to discredit the sole medium in which social change takes 
place, namely social conflicts, as constituting lawlessness, instability, disorder, or an unwanted 
by-product of action.  Instead of accepting objectives such as 'governability' and calm,(41) we 
should be aiming at precisely the opposite, promoting greater tolerance of conflict and demon-
strating that to accept the (non-violent) working-out of conflicts as normal is an important condi-
tion of change.  Particularly because of the need to make political capital out of the state's ina-
bility to direct affairs, we can hardly allow 'ungovernability' to trouble us. 
 
Secondly, it is difficult, but important, to avoid the trap of adopting an unreflecting view of one-
self as 'on the left'.  Leaving aside the libertarian ecologists, with their vague programme of ac-
tion, the Greens, both in their view of themselves and in the positions they adopt in social con-
flicts, are on the left as long as they always also assess political alternatives according to two 
genuinely 'left-wing' standpoints: that of power and that of distribution.  Accordingly, the diminu-
tion of power, or its restraint, and a distribution policy of equalising effect, of benefit to disad-
vantaged groups, rank as indispensable secondary goals.  What these policies mean in prac-
tice is that one must at all events oppose measures that bring losses in terms of power and 
distribution. 
 
In reality, however, within the framework of political conflict, something more than this is always 
implied when it is asserted that certain positions are 'on the left'.  Additional, internal fuel for 
conflict arises from the fact that 'leftness' is ill-defined in relation to the preservation and eman-
cipation postulates.  Not infrequently, industrial methods of production and styles of life are de-
clared a fit 'object' for preservation, although articulated social claims tend rather towards com-
promise with the other extreme, namely that of nature preservation.  Occasionally, the preser-
vation postulate is made to bend to the emphatic primacy of particular principles of order or 
socialisation (abolition of all markets, nationalisation as a precondition of ecological production, 
and so on).  In line with this, one often finds a politically defensive, and therefore unsuccessful, 
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policy of unreflectingly giving precedence to theoretically derived (supposedly objective) inter-
ests, over the real claims and preferences of individuals.  In the sense crudely delineated here, 
being consistently 'left' easily leads one into a circle of political impotence, the harder it is to 
bring institutional changes about, the more urgently they are 'demanded'. The growing distance 
between the demand and ordinary thinking is not regarded as troubling, because that thinking 
is judged to be 'desperate'. 
 
Indeed, the lack of definition of a purely 'left-wing' position indicates the urgent need for a con-
cise statement of the standpoint of the Greens on the 'new' and 'old' conflicts.  Suggestions that 
lifestyle should be vigorously championed as a new principle of political legitimacy (42) have to 
date elicited little response. Yet to produce continuity between particularised conflicts, to high-
light the goal common to all movements and as a basis for attacks on the old allegiances, it is 
essential to establish a new principle of progress that is clearly recognisable (and not capable 
of confusion with socialist tradition).  One is unlikely to find anything more fitting than the 
preservation—emancipation—lifestyle threesome. 
 
 
Opponents 
 
In a conflict with superior opponents direct attack can bring nothing but defeat.  Only when the 
industrial society ceases to be seen simply as a structure ensuring a certain distribution of 
power and is viewed instead as a precarious balance between several conditions of existence 
that cannot just be fulfilled without more ado but are 'problematic' and 'self-contradictory'. Only 
when one includes this second perspective does it become possible to identify suitable starting-
points for exerting systematic influence.  Since this involves concrete empirical knowledge of 
the political areas concerned, all that can be offered in what follows are pointers to fruitful ex-
ploratory strategies.  
 
In the first place, the deficiencies (the 'ungovernability') of the established institutions, their 
abundance of internal problems (contradictory objectives, poor integration, social conflicts of 
interest), and their relative inability to shape or control social relations in conformity with their 
'requirements' (lack of competence, knowledge, and resources. Also their involvement in pre-
carious 'alliances', the conflicts of interest in their surroundings, etc.) In other words, the whole 
complex system of one particular social sector must be exploited politically.  Making skilful use 
of the chances one comes upon means managing, with a relatively small input of energy, to 'co-
determine' the thrust of the necessary adjustments.  By pointing out to bureaucracies, party 
machines, and other organistions the 'escape routes' that are, consciously or unconsciously, 
'made available' to them through unpredictable 'upheavals' in their environment (these include 
organising boycotts, delegitimising 'normal' political practice, impeding the exercise of specific 
functions), one will get closer to the goals that are unreachable by direct attack, namely the 
extension of individual and collective options for action. 
 
Secondly, one should bear in mind that in a highly differentiated society, despite enormous re-
sources and differences in power, there are fewer opposing forces — either apparent or of the 
kind that have clearly to be combated — than is commonly supposed. It is true that there is a 
high degree of resistance to any kind of design for change, and that repressive or ideological 
mechanisms of exclusion exist for dealing with professed 'system-changers'. However, as far 
as those involved in the particularised conflicts of the new social movements are concerned, 
the situation is as follows: they are not confronted with a well-knit state whose actions are pur-
poseful and free from self-contradiction; nor is 'capital' participating in the proceeedings as an 
entity following a unified plan and presenting a united front.  Divergent interests, asynchronicity 
in the perception of problems, the fact that one can equally be affected individually or in a glob-
al physical way by conflict, all these features of real or apparent disintegration suggest that we 
should 'dispense with the assumption, widespread in the Marxist tradition, that social relations 
are undergoing de facto homogenisation'.(43)   
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It is therefore not just nonsensical to call on individuals to ignore the fact that they are largely 
dependent on the state for securing their existence, by issuing rallying cries like the one advo-
cating a non-specific 'hostility to the state'. In addition to this, it is easy to forgo the options for 
action that are still open to one if one succumbs to the temptation to define one's own identity, 
for the sake of ease, in terms of an opponent depicted as all-powerful ('the state').  The more 
obvious course is to help the social movements develop a more differentiated picture of the 
area of conflict and to combine a tactic of divide and isolate vis-à-vis the other side with a ca-
pacity for forming flexible alliances that extend beyond one's own camp.  One will also have to 
be prepared to adopt a dispassionate approach to the intentions of one's opponents, because, 
strictly speaking, these should matter only to the extent that they are realistic, i.e. truly capable 
of being realised. 
 
In complex situations of conflict one constantly has to allow for the possibility that particular 
objectives aimed at by the social movements can be achieved only because the opposing side 
puts forward compromise solutions.  These solutions, however, always come loaded with some 
of the opponent's interests. But where the prevailing causal relations are no longer firmly estab-
lished or 'easily' determined. Where different preferential orders are ranged against each other 
and each person rates his objectives according to different time-scales (one person looking to 
secure short-term success, another is hoping to realise long-term interests). In this sort of situa-
tion there are numerous virtual areas of overlap of the varying aims, and there is also self-
delusion about the 'best' way of realising one's own objectives in each case.  For both these 
reasons, it makes no sense to reject compromise suggestions wholesale merely because one's 
opposite number believes they will be to his advantage (or even solely to his advantage).  In 
cases where interests and knowledge of the social situation have reached different stages of 
development, there is always the possibility — and it is one that should be taken into account 
— that one side will manage to achieve its objective without the other side's having to tear its 
hair out.  After all, many instances of conflict can, in certain circumstances, become non zero-
sum games.(44) 
 
If one makes use of a window of opportunity as a way out of the status quo and towards new 
options for action (options geared to preservation and emancipation), one will hardly be able to 
close one's eyes to the fact that there is currently no one spot in society that offers access to 
'the system' as a whole or to an overall 'logic' just sitting there waiting, as it were, to be 
switched over or flicked off.  Whether having to rely on paid employment for one's existence 
does determine one's opportunities in life is something that is often decided by factors outside 
the workplace and the labour market (e.g. whether one lives in a large conurbation or in the 
regions, whether one has access to a network of relatives and friends or is forced like many 
elderly people to cope on their own, whether one has to go through the 'learning process' of 
blaming oneself for unemployment or is self-confident enough to make 'the best' of it, and so 
on).  When and whether existing nuclear power stations will be taken out of service is only sec-
ondarily dependent on the wishes of a small number of owners of capital. It depends primarily 
on political decisions about the structures that determine need and wastage, and about substi-
tute methods of generation.  Such decisions are most likely to be taken when 'the desire for 
ecological economy measures' amongst the population coincides with economic difficulties aris-
ing from current political practice.  Whether finally work and working hours can steadily be re-
distributed to the benefit of the unemployed is something that will doubtless be decided (if at all) 
through industrial action. Such action (in favour of a non-egoistical goal of this kind) comes 
about only when those workers who themselves have employment consider that the additional 
leisure time gained represents a greater benefit than would the enhanced income which they 
could secure for the same amount of effort. 
 
Hence, if one is looking for an area of society that can provide a 'breaking-point in the system', 
one should not ignore the potentially explosive material provided by unsatisfied demands in 
'structurally problematic' areas of society.  It is true that people's existing preferences do not at 
all 'fit in with' the idea of a global programme of social upheaval but only they can provide the 
'initial material' for structural changes that will themselves form the basis of new and possibly 
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wider-ranging preferences. 
 
 
Competition and Co-operation 
 
Even if it has opportunities of exerting influence outside parliament, a party involved in parlia-
mentary activity is always judged by its electoral success and by the influence it is able to exert 
on everyday politics as a result of the seats it holds in parliament.  Because of the uncertainty 
about the long-term effects of any compromises struck today, there is currently considerable 
resistance among the Greens to any kind of down-to-earth strategic exploitation of its influence 
at this level.  The aversions in this area do not all stem from the particular risks associated with 
party competition, they are also due in large measure to a general predilection for the supposed 
alternative of radical-cum-fundamental opposition (cf. Section II).(45) 
 
It is no easy matter to work out whether the optimum realisable degree of influence can be 
achieved by the formula 'toleration without participation in government'.  There are a number of 
arguments which lead one to believe that the mere 'threat' of a conditional coalition produces 
considerably higher dividends that the modest goal of toleration.  When these two options are 
compared, far too crude a picture of the possible effects is often painted, both in terms of how 
'the others' will react to offers of co-operation, and in terms of the repercussions of success or 
failure on the Greens.  I propose here to deal briefly with one or two finer aspects. 
 
1) The opportunity which the party sometimes has (because of the way the seats are divided) to 
participate in decision-making is without a doubt the most important lever it has on the political 
process, because the party is not identical with the social movements.  There is, it is true, no 
reason to regard this as a source of real power, but the mere fact that there is a chance and 
need for co-operation which 'the others' are aware of and have to take account of in their be-
haviour opens up opportunities for exerting influence. Often without its having to go as far as an 
agreement on co-operation. In general, it is the party most 'threatened' by voter-migration or by 
dependence on coalition partners that needs to react preventively. This need not always be the 
'larger' partner; the Greens can also end up in this quandary. 
 
Of course, the motive for the preventive accommodation — namely anxiety about competition 
— is 'external' to the issues over which the accommodation takes place.  But even ill will cannot 
prevent certain 'material' effects from being achieved — thanks to acceptance of 'new' political 
issues or of ways of defining problems that had been rejected up to that point.  This mechanism 
can be put to good use as a means of reinforcing one's own political aims, provided one sub-
scribes to the premiss that political success in building up awareness of problems and alterna-
tives is greatly dependent on access to 'published opinion'. 
 
2) In reality, this lever is effective only as long as there is no claim to a monopoly on certain 
issues and problems.  If particular questions (or answers) are represented as not being general 
or not being capable of generalisation (e.g. as demands that are only comprehensible within 
the framework of a 'Green' view of the world), this produces a negative effect of self-isolation.  It 
is then all the easier for the competitor-parties to confirm the particularised nature of the oppo-
sition's approach — which they have 'always found regrettable'— by continuing to refuse to 
discuss the issues put forward. There should therefore be as little party-political identity at-
tached to the actual social claims and to generalisable perspectives on problems as possible.  
Political identity is not in any case endangered as quickly as is often suspected. First, because 
in most cases issues need to be stated emphatically and brought to a head, and this need, 
which is necessarily played down at the outset, is one that the 'accommodators' can scarcely 
satisfy of their own accord. Second, because in many cases only increased awareness of prob-
lems provides the conditions in which an understanding of systematic alternatives affecting the 
logic of social development can flourish. 
 
3) This undoubtedly results in a counterposing pressure to conform on the party that is chal-



37 

 

lenging the status quo.  One has, after all, to be prepared to venture a little way out on to the 
opponent's territory so that the opponent registers the competition not merely as a flash in the 
pan but as a real threat.  Every party (by no means just the Greens) concerns itself with issues 
of social development if only out of a desire to preserve its positions of influence. It is likely that 
not every way of presenting an issue will evoke the preventive action one is seeking. Thus ide-
as about opting-out are hardly going to be an appropriate means of 'co-determining' the SPD 
from outside. This is more likely to be achieved by proposals that relate to real demands and 
can be presented in the form of an option for modernisation.(46) 
 
4) The lever mechanism described above works, so to speak, as a catalyst (accommodations 
on the part of the opponent take place independently of any actual co-operation).  The most 
hotly disputed issue at the moment, however, is the price of formally agreed toleration — both 
in positive terms, in respect of the value of possible concessions, and in negative terms, in re-
spect of 'co-responsibility' for a political process that is largely beyond influence.  There may be 
a fear that a party that is pursuing quite different objectives will appear courrupt in the eyes of 
its voters if, for tactical reasons, it agrees to toleration in exchange for only minimal conces-
sions.  However, one can start out on a more differentiated basis if at least two conditions are 
fulfilled, as they were in Hesse at the beginning of 1984. First, there must be a strong aversion 
among the voters to a 'status quo minus'. Which is what the 'grander' coalitions in each case 
are viewed as. Secondly, it must be necessary to demonstrate a readiness to co-operate in 
order to have any chance at all of acquiring the status of a negotiating partner capable of co-
operation. 
 
5) Account must be taken of the fact that deriving the greatest possible dividends from parlia-
mentary co-operation depends to a large extent on the success of one's own preliminary politi-
cal work.  What is meant here is the ability to determine to a great degree (that is to say, to an 
extent that is disproportionately great in relation to the share of votes secured) the issues over 
which social diputes are conducted. If, on top of this, one can manage to rearrange the field of 
conflict according to one's own political perspective, by the way in which objectives and actions 
are formulated, the competition-mechanism has the effect of boosting the quantitatively weaker 
party.  It may therefore be assumed that increased skill in formulating social problems from the 
dual standpoint of (ecological) preservation and (social) emancipation will help one secure a 
degree of initiatory power whose benefits  cannot be measured in percentages (of votes). 
 
This too is ultimately a non zero-sum game, one that is played beyond the level of numbers (be 
it numbers of seats in parliament or budget entitlement). An effectively developed initiatory 
power will not, admittedly, cause any major upheavals in concrete terms. However, as a com-
plement to extra-parliamentary conflicts it can give a vigorous shake to the technocratic mo-
nopoly on defining what is desirable and feasible.  The main obstacle here lies not in the power 
of others but in one's own inability to formulate a type of politics that is geared to perceived 
problems and unsatisfied demands.  This is undoubtedly where one of the reasons for the 
Greens' present lack of power to act is to be found, namely in the fact that there is a dearth of 
political ideas in the transitional area between highly generalised (and sometimes symbolically 
overloaded) demands such as the immediate shut-down of nuclear power stations, and minor, 
particularised consolatory steps such as special job-schemes or local measures relating to na-
ture-conservation. 
 
 
Organisational Culture 
 
The multiplicity of specific issues, their unequal evolution, and, most importantly, the heteroge-
neous social provenance of those engaged in political activity make practical pluralism an in-
dispensable precondition of existence for the Greens.  In addition, there have been demands 
from various quarters that the organisation's boundaries should be open to initiatives, projects, 
protest groups, and indeed, other parties, so that discussion does not ossify in totally party-
centred preoccupations.  The imperative of internal pluralism and external openness is one 
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thing, the preconditions which allow one to appreciate the political value of these features and 
to cope with the problems to which they may give rise, is another. This has a much greater 
bearing on the party's true problems than do all the best-intentioned recommendations in the 
world. The reason for this is that several factors contribute to the party's not being one integrat-
ed whole, pursuing a number of common objectives, and to its not being likely, in the near fu-
ture, to transform itself into one entity with a single will. 
 
Given this situation, the dilemma of radical majorities described above (Section II) results in 
some being driven towards the escape-hatch of radical rhetoric and the tendency to marginali-
sation. Whilst others weigh up various alternative strategies of a religious or opportunistic na-
ture. Reliance on socialist traditions and their myth of revolution produce centripetal as well as 
centrifugal tendencies, with the paradoxical result that currents of opinion that have no particu-
lar attitude to the 'new' conflictual typology may well end up at the centre of the organisa-
tion.(47)  The upshot is that in the one area in which there are no forces deemed to be hostile 
— namely the area of organisation and communication — the Greens are unable to create any-
thing and are not, so to speak, 'their own masters'. 
 
Both the problem of integration and, to a greater extent, the need to produce a co-ordinated 
external impact make heavy demands on the internal discussion process in terms of ensuring 
that self-education and the determination of interests and priorities be organised in a rational 
and discursive manner. Yet lack of time and (personal) resources dictates that internal trials of 
strength are the preferred method of decision-making. The question of recruiting new members 
and of extending social support are largely left to chance, or to the whim of local conditions — 
that is, if they are not actually secretly exploited for particularist purposes. 
 
Since there is no sign of any imminent strategy of self-transformation (within the framework of a 
more strongly integrated yet 'open' organisation), all one can do is helplessly point to the im-
portance of the problem and warn against senseless 'apportioning of blame' by drawing atten-
tion to the fact that the Greens' internal differences are not brought about merely by ideological 
prejudices and divergences in strategic premisses. What causes the trouble is the diverse and 
partially contradictory social demands which are produced by capitalist society and which 
struggle, sometimes in concert and sometimes against each other for recognition within the 
party. 
 
Even if the fate of the party does not determine the success or failure of the social movements, 
the dynamic and continuity of those movements could none the less be given a boost by the 
political potency of the Greens.  All the more so if it were possible to combine ecologi-
cal/emancipatory politics with a strategy that was able to exploit as many options for action as 
possible because it had freed itself from ideas traditionally associated with movement-centred 
parties (cumulative attainment of a majority at one extreme, and centralist avant-garde organi-
sation at the other). 
 
 
V  Concluding Remarks 
 
The point of view proposed here, and the strategic approach that follows from it, run counter to 
a number of traditional strategic standpoints of reformist and revolutionary bent. Quite a few 
politically active individuals cling as passionately to the idea of an imminent (because neces-
sary) revolution as to the aim of a society refashioned in ecological/emancipatory mould.  But 
how important is it really, to have strategic approaches that are consonant with reality and non-
utopian?  Is it not conceivable that self-delusion about what is feasible, and an excessive de-
gree of radicality, though irrational, are perhaps necessary conditions of success? There are 
counterarguments to this. The first is that the theory which needed to make these kinds of im-
munising claims in regard to its realisation in practical political terms has now revealed that it 
has a number of structural faults (not only that it does not conform well to reality but also that it 
suffers from internal discrepancies).  The second, on which I lay great emphasis here, is that 
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there can be no criterion of optimum falsity when one is aiming to cultivate the habit of confi-
dent and purposeful action. If, however, there is no such thing as 'expedient' wrong thinking, the 
only course left is the quest for logical consistency and for the greatest proximity to reality, and 
a striving to avoid the perils of self-delusion. 
 
Another important question is how great is the risk of adopting what may turn out to be a wrong 
strategy? Does one irretrievably lose some opportunities if one sets one's mind on multiple, 
complex conflicts involving varying, non-radical participants, instead of setting about convincing 
people, one after the other, of the necessity of 'the revolution'?  The answer is simple, the ap-
proaches suggested here do not destroy any options, not even the option of revolution, should 
this exist.  What they aim to do instead is to ensure the optimum use of real, existing opportuni-
ties. If these opportunities should include the possible emergence of a revolution (whatever that 
is taken to mean), then this would be brought to light precisely through the proposed strategy. 
Precisely because of this, a policy of extending the opportunities for action and the variety of 
approaches is superior to any campaign of radicalisation, however skilful its rhetoric. 
 
There is a further problem, can we really think only in terms of what is politically possible?  
Does this constraint not keep us unnecessarily bound up in the system?  Everything that has 
been said up to now, in answer to this precise question' is intended to persuade that there are 
no paths to the transformation of society that do not exist in society itself. The politically possi-
ble is not one definite thing, not something that is fixed once and for all, it changes, in the form 
of an increasing or decreasing leeway, concomitantly with, and by virtue of, political action.  But 
the opposite also exists, political impossibilities, that is to say, logically impossible things that 
one can think and express but cannot have or make.  One example of something that is unreal-
isable in this sense is the desire for rapid radical upheaval (revolution), when it is articulated, 
because the preconditions of a hoped-for social change (and therefore also of the revolution) 
are absent. This is an instance of the recurrent confusion of two senses of the word 'necessary'. 
Is a change necessary (in the sense of inevitable) because the conditions for it have been ful-
filled, because it is already 'mapped out in the system'?  Or is it asserted to be necessary pre-
cisely because this is not the case, because desire finds no foothold in reality?  This second 
variant is closely associated with the mythical hope in revolution. 
 
Pointless striving to discover the preconditions of political action in its potential results amounts 
to a policy of wait-and-see. It is quite simply hoping for the advent of something unknown that 
will relieve one of the wearisome task of having to 'make politics'(48) with real, existing people, 
with their actual wishes and (partially contradictory) demands. However difficult this may be 
(and little has been said here about how to cope with these difficulties), it is the only opportunity 
available of taking one's own objectives seriously.   
 
The more urgent a radical social change appears to be, the less one should ignore its precondi-
tions. Hence this essay is ultimately simply a plea to respect the real starting-points for transi-
tion into a different logic of social development.  These starting-points are multiple particular-
ised conflicts, varying protagonists who are never 'totally radical', and, in particular, operation at 
a normative level of politics, where new, goal-related values take hold which help us to avoid 
the trap of exclusively economic thinking and to take the step from subjective desire to collec-
tive action.  All this is not 'the incidental bit' that diverts us from the goal of 'radically reshaping' 
society.  It is a starting-point and the first sizeable stretch along the path.  We shall have to ven-
ture along that path if we want to find out how far it leads. 
 
 

 

(The original version of this paper appeared in Kommune, 4, 1984, pp. 31–47. It was abridged 
and revised for this volume.) 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

BETWEEN IDENTITY AND MODERNITY 

The New Middle Classes, Social Movements, and the Crisis in the Greens 

 

I   A New Kind of Voter 
 
A spectre is haunting electoral campaign offices, the spectre of the 'new middle classes'. Not 
only do they constitute a steadily growing section of the electorate, their social make-up and 
political attitudes also clearly distinguish them from the classic supporters of both social democ-
racy and christian democracy.(1)  Their most striking characteristic, however, is their electoral 
behaviour, no other group of voters appears so obstinate and yet so flexible when it comes to 
casting its vote.  These are voters for whom the act of voting signifies more than just an oppor-
tunity to declare allegiance to 'their' party. They want to influence the course of politics.  One 
can say without exaggeration that the voters of the 'new middle classes' are the ones who de-
cide the elections. 
 
The electoral campaign managers of the Volksparteien are particularly unnerved by the behav-
iour of these new voters, given that they now make up about 40 per cent of the active elec-
torate.  On the one hand, they are 'rational' voters, not bound to a particular party and therefore 
receptive in principle to arguments, successful performance, and promises.  On the other hand, 
they appear to threaten the autonomy of the parties, because they do not gear their conduct to 
their past electoral decisions but to their present interests and the state of the issues. These 
'feckless' voters pursue their own goals and look for effective outcomes, whether these be low-
er taxes or more effective environmental protection measures. Nor do they suffer any identity 
complexes in 'lending' their vote to one party on one occasion and to another the next. Conse-
quently, they see themselves not as seduced by party competition but as participating in it—
actors acting in their own interests, pursuing their own individual 'micro-strategies'. The reaction 
of professional politics is one of utter helplessness. It labels those using the modest means at 
their disposal—namely, their vote—to 'do their own politicking', as 'floating voters'. It condemns 
their unpredictable behaviour as unprincipled. 
 
Whilst electoral analysts identify 'trends towards deconcentration' and record a fragmentation in 
the traditional followings of the CDU/CSU and SPD, party strategists ponder the question of 
appropriate longer-term responses. Given that the new voter-flexibility renders the classic in-
struments used to attract and integrate support useless. The growing instability in party prefer-
ences means that the rituals of pseudo-communication between the parties and their traditional 
voters have become meaningless. Abstract programmes, ideological image, and emphatic de-
marcation from rival parties are losing their effect. The new voter is undoubtedly not completely 
bereft of ideological needs and feelings of group identity. What he/she is chiefly concerned with 
is the proven or presumed competence of the parties in tackling problems. There is an increas-
ing incidence of dichotomy between party preference and vote cast. The fact that there is also a 
great deal of scepticism in regard to the ability of the party system as a whole to do the job of 
representation is demonstrated by declining turn-out. 
 
At first, the growing proportion of rational floating voters seems to present a problem only to the 
big parties. Majorities seem in danger of 'tipping over', and presumed trends turn out to be 
mere wishful thinking. These direct effects benefit the Greens without any effort on their part. 
However, there is no guarantee (and rational voters are the least likely to provide a guarantee 
of stability!) that the newly won voters will stay loyal to the Greens if the party merely com-
mends itself as a 'lesser evil' in relation to the other parties. Stabilising the present favourable 
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situation would be possible only if the Greens managed to foster that which is currently benefit-
ing them. That the competition to win over the new voter cannot be conducted merely as a con-
test of slogans (like the CDU's 'Freedom in place of Socialism', or the SPD's 'We in Nordrhein-
Westfalen') has been demonstrated in the state elections that have taken place over the last 
few years. The voters have punished those — like the Greens in Hamburg and the SPD in 
Hessen — who have relied on mere symbolism, offering the electorate nothing more than the 
exposure of rivals (as did the Greens) or a simple unimaginative prolongation of government 
(as did the SPD). 
 
Up to now the Greens have regarded it as unnecessary — indeed, as downright inappropriate 
— to engage in any analysis of the electoral spectrum or of the strategies of the established 
parties.  In the early years. The Greens presented themselves as an 'anti-party party' (Petra 
Kelly) and encouraged the voters to vote Green as a way of expressing their rejection of the 
merry-go-round of the established parties. But neither the voters nor the rival parties remained 
the same. The Greens operating in parliament are the object of a different set of expectations 
than they were as a catch-all movement in its formative phase. Their rivals, who have become 
painfully aware, in the zero-sum contest for votes, of the cost of ignoring ecological issues, are 
beginning to 'learn'.      They are adapting to the expanded agenda, either through practical 
incrementalism or in purely symbolic ways. Slowly and almost too late, the Greens are realising 
that the contest to present the arguments and win the votes must be geared not only to social 
democracy — i.e. the Greens' nearest rival, but to both the big parties. After all, the Greens too 
owe their political weight increasingly to the new voters. These are individuals who (once) re-
garded the SPD as the lesser evil but have become disillusioned, or who, equally illusionless 
and without the slightest sense of identification, vote CDU/CSU when there seems to be little 
difference between the latter and the 'old-fashioned' SPD on new issues which they regard as 
important (these range from women's issues to environmental policy). Or finally, those voters 
who gear their choice to considerations of competence and effectiveness and who tend to with-
hold their vote if there is no convincing alternative. 
 
A sensitive and sober appraisal of the new voter, his expectations and readiness for involve-
ment, is therefore indicated.  Since the Greens do not wish to be a party that is content simply 
to be present in parliament, it would be wrong to propose a mechanical adjustment to the 
changed voter-context.  The Greens are still a party of the movements, albeit with waning in-
tensity.  None the less, closer inspection of the changed realm of the social movements is also 
called for.  Here, as in the case of changed voter-intentions, a demythologised interpretation of 
the situation is called for.  We shall begin by explaining why the new middle classes represent 
not a threat but a solid chance of development for the Greens (Section 2).  However, exploiting 
this opportunity necessitates a more open and productive relationship with the social 
movemenents (Section 3), as well as a readiness to keep the Greens' own identity-related 
needs—as expressed in Green fundamentalism—in check (Section 4). 
 
 
II   On the Political Character of the New Middle Classes 
 
One does not need the incentive of electoral tactics to examine the milieu, perceptions, political 
preferences, and degree of commitment associated with the 'new middle classes'. It is sufficient 
to recall that the 'new middle classes' are a product of the same processes of social and cultur-
al change which gave rise to the Greens. Let us cast a backward glance. During their early 
years, the Greens served to a great degree as a joint 'spearhead' for numerous segmented 
areas of protest and oppositional forces.  In so doing, they gradually added another, ecological 
(in the broadest sense of the term) line of conflict to the old German confessional and welfare-
state-based lines of conflict that had characterised politics up till then. The task of representing 
that new line of conflict was assumed by the Greens. It should not be forgotten that the emer-
gence and gradual consolidation of the Greens is in no way the cause but rather an expression 
of the increasing willingness to call into question the 'sacred cow' of industrial growth and tech-
nological innovation and to make this a subject of public debate, and to adjust political action to 
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this fundamentally critical stance. As the debate has advanced and the Greens' critical perspec-
tive has spread, they have found themselves confronted with an unforeseeen dilemma. On the 
one hand, they continue to be an alternative party, with an anti-institutional self-image and 
strong links with extra-parliamentary movements, which, in accordance with the self-image they 
developed during the 1970s, seek to transform 'the whole of society' by means of 'radical' inter-
vention. On the other hand, they have managed, through a political programme that is directed 
against the dominant patterns of growth,industry,and technolgy,to develop so much pressure for 
discourse and action that influential executive and administrative positions have ended up with-
in their grasp. These positions now have to be secured if the Greens are not to give the lie to 
their own claims of the need for action and their own assiduous and well-founded mistrust of 
established politics. 
 
In such a situation, there seem to be only two options for action. If the Greens bow to their 
'traditional' supporters, who warn of an inexorable adjustment to the 'logic' of bureaucracy and 
industrialism, then they may go down in history as far-sighted prophets of impending catastro-
phes, but they will not be able to do anything to change the course of things. If, on the other 
hand, they try to stop the worst fears from being realised, they will probably succeed in recruit-
ing additional support and in chalking up some limited material successes but will, in the pro-
cess, violate 'radical' objectives and disappoint their original followers. Are both these alterna-
tives equally real?  The answer is to this question is no because the decision in favour of the 
steady transformation of 'radically' motivated support into parliamentary and institutional influ-
ence has already tacitly been taken. The Green constituency has long since ceased to be made 
up solely of adherents of a 'radical alternative system', e.g. jobless young people, academic 
protest-voters, and 'alternatively minded' employees in the various branches of the service 
economy. It also includes individuals who regard themselves as admiring of, or dependent up-
on, the latest economic and technological developments.  The Greens will probably never be 
able to become the sole, or even the major, representative of the 'new middle classes'. The 
latter's fragemented nature and their growth, encouraged by the economic-cum-technological 
dynamic, confronts the Greens, as well as the other parties, with a political force that is commit-
ted yet resolutely 'non-utopian'.  Those who have long been engaged  in criticising 'the system' 
from within have some very concrete views as to how they would like to shape the course of 
events, and the only way for the emotionalist Green approach of uncompromising opposition to 
the system to survive these views is for the positions of influence that have been gained to be 
vacated again. 
 
The new middle classes are a multi-faceted phenomenon.  Their members bear all the hall-
marks of the latest phase of social modernisation. These are increased level of education and 
(material) well-being, transformation of economic and professional structures (expanding ser-
vice-sectors, increased percentage of white-collar workers and civil/public servants), urbanisa-
tion (decrease in social ties, increase in geographic and social mobility). The values associated 
with them correspond to the new flexibility and receptivity to innovation that are demanded at 
the workplace.  These seem to boil down to a relatively stable set of social, political, and cultur-
al dispositions. Recognition for work done, success, professional advancement, the gearing of 
conduct to the goal of extending personal competences and developing a 'self-determined' life-
style whose chief features are material security, a high standard of living, individual opportuni-
ties to shape one's environement, areas of freedom, a high standard of education and an active 
concern to 'keep abreast of things', interest in political issues and developments, accompanied 
by scepticism in regard to ideological indoctrination, 'post-materialistic' preferences for envi-
ronmental protection, social justice, and peaceful ways of resolving social conflicts, keen per-
ception of Third World problems, high expectations in relation to 'state' guarantees — ranging 
from the rule of law to the provision of cultural amenities. 
 
Corresponding to these interests, there is a remarkable readiness to become personally in-
volved, not only in self-help intitiatives but also in political organisations (environmental asso-
ciations, Third World groups, local citizens' initiatives, etc.).  Participation occurs in all the forms 
of action which appear likely to influence living conditions or 'responsible' politicians.  Since 
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only a minority of the forms of participation are institutionally organised, the distinction between 
'classical' social commitment and political action disappears.  New forms of social and political 
participation are emerging which on the one hand aim to bring about certain social effects, and 
on the other hand confer 'meaningful' direction on the 'production' of the individual's own life. 
 
This list of characteristics is necessarily simplistic. It has to wrestle with the difficulties which 
every formulation of theory has in representing social and individual realities in one and the 
same hypothesis.  The multi-dimensionality and heterogeneity of social experience can, if at all, 
only be illustrated by succinct examples from one's own experience; thus you have the aged 
left-winger, overtaken by 'post-modern jollity', just about able, with the help of some strong red 
wine, to suppress his urge to participate in political activity, or the hard-bitten 'thirtysomething', 
still in the phase of highly aesthetisised but waning contempt for politics, the adaptable multi-
role woman functionary, caught up in a relentless struggle with a daily fourteen-hour quota of 
researching institutions as a teacher, trade-union official, Green supporter, and activist in citi-
zens' initiatives, the skilled worker precipitated into the Green circle and wearing down a life-
time's experience of conflict against the whetstone of theory-obsessed student functionaries, 
the high-tech female employee, who sees herself both spurred on and hamstrung by the com-
petition of ecological and feminist issues, the jobless young person, whose alternative values 
are in painful contrast to his desire for social recognition and security, the finance official with an 
obsessive interest in nature conservation, no longer able simply to wipe away thirty years' ex-
perience of hierarchical organisations and so on and so on . . . 
 
The cognitive and normative differentiatedness of this cross-section of the 'new middle classes' 
reflects the overall complexity of socio-cultural development. Changes in modern industrial so-
ciety, at the level of industry, technology, and political institutions, are occasioning, at the level 
of everyday action, changes in attitude, political expectations, and commitment which are both 
unconventional and individualistic. The motives may appear emotional and chaotic to the dis-
tant observer, and the politicians, also irritated, are wont to stigmatise them as inadequate or 
anomic and exclude them on the grounds that such motives are not consonant with the 
'governability' of society. 
 
Each individual sees his or her own life-story as a 'biographical novel' of a very mixed and mul-
ti-polar nature. In this individual biography, the high points of social, cultural, and political com-
mitment count for just as much as the high points attained in the endeavour to secure success 
at work, or build up a particular image, or obtain erotic gratification. A 'complete' biography in-
cludes committed protest-action, demonstrative 'breaks' with convention, and enthusiastic sal-
lies into a sometimes a self-engineered counter-publicity, care being taken not to lose sight of 
the limits of individual action and the personal costs of involvement. A complete intermingling of 
the private and the public, or withdrawal into privacy, with delegation of political interests, both 
these extremes of 'shifting involvements' are accepted as part of normality. Although there is 
very little 'utopian thinking' and a lot of pragmatic down-to-earthness at work in the various pat-
terns of action, the reference to the 'here and now' has nothing affirmative about it. There is a 
strong sense of reality, which does not allow itself to be overwhelmed by problems of identity, 
but is not mere strategic calculation either.  The self-assuredness of the 'new' middle-class 
youth, brought up by 'critical' educationists to become critics of education, is combined with 
more sense of reality than was the self-assuredness of their parents, who took refuge from the 
normative certainties of the Adenauer era in the normative certainties of the student K-Gruppen 
scene. Neither parents nor children need to be told how closely their own lives are interwoven 
with the calculus of economic efficiency. The interconnection between their own self-
reproduction and the state of the international market has become a disagreeable but com-
monplace fact of social existence. 
 
It should therefore come as no surprise if individuals do not regard the use of their labour, the 
'exploitation' of their skills by capital, just as heteronomous, as a scandal per se. As rational 
owners of labour, not prone to any illusions, they accept the new technologies, the self-
innovating components of the global dynamic of innovation, as incentives constantly to improve 
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their qualifications. What at first appears to be merely a strategy for assuring one's own value 
through the improvement of individual qualifications is also experienced as a form of individual 
enrichment, and may even include some measure of 'inherent pleasure' in the constant accu-
mulation of knowledge. Despite this, the resources which workers, in their own interests, invest 
in further education and training purposes, are still structurally extorted; the link between the 
calculus of self-exploitation and the desire to forge one's identity in relation to the exploding 
multiplicity of options, is an indissoluble one. As is well known, opportunities for individuals to 
keep pace with socio-technological change are not (yet) guaranteed by any institution within the 
welfare state, each person has to see to this themselves. Nothing would be more mistaken than 
to denounce the desire to participate in the modernisation process as petty-bourgeois arri-
visme. 
 
The conditions of reproduction of the new middle classes in the multicultural conurbations also 
determine their scope for political experience.  They do so firstly to the extent that the manner 
in which the individual' copes with the costs of reproduction, though distinguishable in analytic 
terms, cannot be separated in everyday terms from that which is described as satisfaction of 
needs.  Consuming for the sake of one's reproduction as a source of labour, and being able to 
consume because of successful self-exploitation, is now only a rhetorical distinction in many 
areas.  These are interchangeable perspectives on one and the same basic pattern of welfare-
state based individualism. Individuals have a free choice within a zone of alternatives, of which 
'opting-out' is by far the most costly and risky. Between 'exit' into social marginality and oscilla-
tion between various modes of consumption, there lies the single third option of 'voice' or pro-
test against the unsatisfactory make-up of this catalogue of individual opportunities. This is the 
logical starting-point for political commitment. There is a desire for an increase in the number 
and type of options, for a greater variety in possible combinations of the main focuses in life 
and work. For a decrease in the risks involved in experimenting with life-styles. For easier tran-
sitions between social roles.In sum, for improved opportunities for adding 'fluidity' to one's life, 
and thus being able to respond to the social dynamic with self-assured discontinuity. 
 
One of the historic achievements of social democracy in the 1960s and 1970s was to have fos-
tered the 'depoliticisation' of workers in a 'modus consumendi', and to have nurtured confidence 
in the system. What is needed today is another collective protagonist to represent those parties 
that are rising up in protest at the consequences of the unreflecting satisfaction of 'raw' con-
sumers interests. Nor is the pattern of conflict any longer that of a struggle between labour and 
capital over distribution. Given that the potential risks engendered by industry grow out in all 
directions, there is no longer any area of life that remains 'unpoliticised', housing, food, chil-
drearing,education, transport, leisure, health,and mass communications, the conflictual spheres 
and issues of the new protest-movements are ubiquitous. The new middle classes are not in-
frequently to be found on both sides of the battle-lines. But the fact that they are multiply affect-
ed (on the one hand in their functional and professional roles, and on the other hand in their 
concrete living-conditions) does not give rise to a classic sociological 'conflict of roles' which 
either paralyses its victim or drives him or her into the arms of the psychiatrist. This is due to 
another specifically new feature of the new protagonists, thanks to their high level of education 
and their key social positions, they quickly see that the problems that are agitating them have 
nothing to do with their own person but stem from the social set-up. 
 
 
III   Situational Social Movements 
 
One odd feature of the new social movements that is often unjustly ignored in theoretical ac-
counts is the degree to which they are state-oriented. In adopting this stance, those involved in 
new forms of political action are acknowledging the functional transition that has taken place 
from industry to the modern industrial state. The state has become an indispensable piece of 
regulatory machinery, which strives to offer individuals a minimum of 'assured' conditions of 
reproduction. It stems the flow of risks from the 'wage-labour' wellhead and temper the prob-
lems associated with wage-labour dependent reproduction. In West Germany (the Federal Re-
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public) at least, the attempt by neo-liberals of the most varied hue to 'revoke' the position of the 
State and have it merely perform functions of institutional goal-formation and administration, 
seems to have failed. The state has become indispensable in providing an extensive, though 
seldom effective, means of tackling the economic and material consequences of modernisation. 
Its 'resources' however are only of modest size.  The state's capacity for action always repre-
sents a residuum of economic resources, since income from taxes promises to continue to 
bubble forth only as long as businesses know they are free to shift part of their costs (air pollu-
tion, the wearing-out of manpower, the laying-off of workers, etc.) beyond the market-place. The 
massive clear-up operation conducted by the State is lagging ever further behind its causes. 
Official policy has been unable to prevent the most prominent symbols of industrial modernisa-
tion (nuclear power plants and reprocessing facilities; aircraft runways, car-test tracks, and ur-
ban motorways; high-tech paradises, arms pools, and chemical products) from encroaching on 
the sphere of individual experience, with traumatic effects.  What was intended by politics as a 
gesture to satisfy business was seen by individuals as a stream of dangerous and disruptive 
events. A substantial number of people considered that their needs in regard to continuity and 
security had been gravely violated. 
 
Serious attempts to explain the phenomenon of the 'new social movements' operate — with 
good reason — on the assumption of the unlikeliness of collective action. Individualism, passivi-
ty, and ignorance are taken as the norm, optimistic commitment and successful collective action 
are exceptions that require explanation.  Yet one should avoid taking academic scepticism as 
the starting-point in assessing forces of action for political purposes.  One would then note an 
'improvement' in the possibility both of perceiving sources of danger in all the different spheres 
of life and of realising the ineffectiveness of the usual techniques of evasion and avoidance. 
The death of the forests and the pollution of water, transport chaos, and polluted foodstuffs, the 
greenhouse effect, allergies, Sandoz and Chernobyl, the accumulation of missiles here and 
death from starvation in the Third World, these indicative chains of events give the lie to any 
automatic repressive response along the lines of 'this will all blow over as well'. The sources 
seem reliable, the information correct. The discrepancy with popular definitions of normality is 
manifest. Despite great differences in social experience, despite individualisation and the col-
lapse of traditional identifications (with church, party, or union), no patterns for assimilating this 
experience are emerging which inevitably evoke apathy, passivity, and privatistic resignation as 
a response. 
 
On the contrary, the disillusionment can easily reach a level at which the current events can be 
'assimilated' only by means of modified interpretations or new interpretive schemata.  This was 
the case when the 'that's enough!' logic of the new peace-movement emerged in opposition to 
missile modernisation, or when, 'after Chernobyl', young mothers stood up against the indiffer-
ence of those in charge of energy policy in Germany. Striking incidents prompted a new inter-
pretation of the complexity of world events, and a definition of that complexity as something that 
could be changed through one's own activity.  Although there were still some gratifying experi-
ences in terms of collective forms of action — e.g. the actions around the autumn of the mis-
siles in 1983, or the 'after Chernobyl' movement of 1986 - a change in the paradigms underlying 
the individual conception of politics was also possible.  This occurred all the more easily the 
more stable the new-found interpretive framework seemed and the more attractive the milieu 
associated with the new world-view appeared. 
 
When political participation is suddenly felt to be meaningful, the guises it may take are mani-
fold, corresponding in range to the variety in cultural milieu.  There is nothing automatic either 
about the paths that lead to participation, or about the causal connection between political in-
terest, level of information, distrust of institutions, and the degree of readiness to become in-
volved. The spectrum ranges from cynical commentary on the 'political farce', with an increased 
level of consumption of current affairs, through participation in petitions, demonstrations, and 
political rallies, right up to joining environmental associations, women's groups, Third World or 
citizens' initiatives. From initially 'non-committal' collaboration in actions, strikes, traffic block-
ades, refusal to pay taxes, occupations of town halls, to the assumption of office within a group 
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and continuous involvement in the work of a party. Whether these alternatives become a scale 
of increasing or of decreasing involvement depends on internal (biographical) and external (so-
cial and political) circumstances. The forms in which influence is exerted, the scope of expected 
changes, the struggles that have to be gone through, the degree of commitment and sacrifice 
— all this varies with the political climate, the density of the communications network, and the 
subjective criteria of success.  The traditional collective identities (based on region, religion, 
and profession) have lost too much of their force to supply answers to these kind of questions 
about participation. 
 
The Greens' attempt to adjust to this pattern of motives and these forms of action has been 
inadequate.  The myth of global resistance through varying campaigns, propagated after 
'Chernobyl' and during the census boycott, negates people's real motives for involvement and 
offers little prospect of any institutional results.  Green organisational policy shows itself igno-
rant vis-à-vis forms of participation that are spontaneously selected in line with personal life-
style and are considered subjectively to be appropriate.  To the extent that the Greens are able 
to exert any influence at all on the development of social movements, they are not 'open' 
enough towards them.  Their reservations prevent them from helping to mobilise a protest force 
that goes way beyond the spectrum of left-wing-cum-alternative subcultures.  Whilst people are 
developing forms of protest that put official politics under pressure because these types of pro-
test do not fit into any known ideological mould. The Green organisational élite is busy cultivat-
ing its belief in a cumulative 'growth in awareness', in a linear escalation of motives for action, 
and in the myth of an offensive against 'the whole system'. The habit which the new middle 
classes have of 'rationally' gearing themselves to 'local' prospects of success is an asset that 
should not be squandered in naïve 'global scenarios'. The Green 'headquarters', trapped in its 
false conception of the avant-garde, may find it difficult to accept that people are capable of 
judging for themselves which forms of action promise to be effective and what risks must be 
taken into consideration if society's regulatory system is forced into a process of self-
transformation. 
 
It would seem useful to take a closer look at the relationship — by no means a straightforward 
one — between Greens and social movements.  Since each side believes it knows exactly 
'what' the other form of action consists in, and 'how' it works, myth and self-misunderstanding 
are mutually dependent here. Despite the varieties and ramifications of the various forms of 
'new social movements' in the Federal Republic, the Greens tend to acknowledge only a sec-
tion of these as 'their' interlocutor, namely those that see themselves as organisers of 
actionistic and expressive forms of politics. The protean variants of the alternative and ecologi-
cal movements, of Third World projects and 'eco-centres', of self-managed businesses and 
alternative culture, which have long since become a country-wide phenomenon, are either dis-
paragingly dismissed as politically naïve 'self-helpers', or paternalistically assumed to be sure-
fire Green voters. This overlooks not only the potential which this section of the movement has 
to offer in terms of experience, but also its function as a guarantor of continuity and as an inter-
face between the differing motives for action.  Wherever the strength needed for spontaneous 
self-organisation has been preserved during unpropitious political periods, whenever political 
commitment has managed to unshackle itself from contemporary fashions and specific spurs to 
protest, this has been due to the solid co-operative networks of the 'scene'. They made it pos-
sible for critical thinking to retain a practical side and to be transmitted over cultural barriers to 
younger people and people with different values. 
 
Yet the political thinking of the 'leading' Green functionaries is much less influenced by the real 
culture of the movements than is supposed by outsiders. The experiences of the alternative 
economy have not been incorporated into the manifesto-debates about decentralisation, eco-
logical innovation, or self-management.(3) Nor were any lessons learned, in respect of political 
mobilisation, from the successful communications practices of the socio-cultural movement — 
which by then had penetrated even to the remotest provincial town. The Greens still select rep-
resentatives who gear themselves exclusively to the historic paradigm of the disruptive mass-
movements of the 1970s.  But the latter-day adherents of these mass movements are labouring 
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under a double delusion. 
 
In the first place, the unreflecting recourse to history glosses over the fact that it was experi-
ence of impotence amongst the very strong movements of the late 1970s which provided the 
motives for the foundation of alternative slates and Green parties.  Both the 'German autumn' of 
1977 — which culminated in a hysterical outbreak of suspicion and witch-hunting out of all 
(reasonable) proportion to the true threat of terrorism — and, most importantly, the various bat-
tles against nuclear power during the same year (at Malville, Brokdorf, Kalkar, Grohnde, and 
Wyhl) signal an important lesson. The 'return of the protagonist' to a process of modernisation 
that has seemingly become subjectless can no longer be thought of in terms of involving the 
state in a conflict in which state force must be overcome. Given that the State can bring its ma-
chinery of force into action without any wrangles over legitimation, what is needed to transform 
post-industrial society is a post-socialist notion of social movements. Since the state no longer 
embodies absolutist rule, conflicts may be decentralised and shifted out into all functional areas 
of society as a whole, not just of the State.  All institutional systems of regulation in society, the 
decision-making processes in businesses and schools, in fiscal departments and local councils, 
in interest groups and trade unions, can be made into arenas for the conduct of disputes that 
have acquired a more specific character. Nowhere is 'everything' at stake, but at every instant 
'the whole' is in question. A dispassionate consideration of the realities shows that there is no 
other way — if one is aiming to achieve the maximum in terms of possible effects and does not 
wish to become the victim of inappropriate methods. 
 
Secondly, the Greens find it difficult to reconcile their functions as a party that is closely linked 
to the movements with the operational logic of non-party dependent movements.  People ignore 
the fact that the relation of harmony to disharmony is a poor indicator of the political benefits of 
co-operation. Why?  At times when both forms of action (party and movement), or indeed only 
one of these, are successful, the relationship between them necessarily becomes strained and 
stressful for both sides.  'Strong' movements distance themselves more sharply from parties the 
more supporters they attract from amongst the followers of all the parties.  The fact that in so 
doing they dispute the claim of individual parties to act as parliamentary spokespersons of the 
movement should come as no surprise. This is after all a precondition for ensuring that the po-
litical gains of a broad-based mobilisation are given trans-party ratification in parliament.  A 
similar tension — one that can develop into open conflict — also arises when the party that is 
closely linked to the movements — i.e. the Greens — secures parliamentary influence.  The 
party's dependence on voters who are not participants in the movement, or, in certain cases, 
circumspection in regard to a coalition partner, compel the party to moderation in its public pro-
nouncements. The universal rhetoric of the movement, with its 'utopian' statement of goals, 
then has to be replaced with tactical circumspection and a strategic policy of information (in-
cluding deception, promise, and threat).  Where the mobilisatory force of both party and move-
ments is on the increase, a 'natural disharmony' therefore results.  The anti-missile campaign 
and the latest anti-nuclear movement provide ample proof of this.  These proofs point not to 
any deficiency in the Greens' relationship to the movements', but to the unavoidable 'costs' of a 
politically productive configuration. 
 
Pardoxically, the Green Party and the social movements get on best when things are going 
badly for both of them.  This is currently the case, now that the 'after Chernobyl' protest-
movement has waned. Both forms of action are reacting to the loss of support in society by 
making their discourses more radical. The movements are attempting to hold their drastically 
diminished following together through intensive communication and symbolic-cum-expressive 
action. However, in the struggle to safeguard identity, sensitivity to the greater part of the 
movement's natural public goes by the board.  Hence the movement's thoughts once again turn 
to the party with which it is linked, which, experiencing the same sort of weakness, presents 
itself as an ally and interlocutor for 'radical' movements. The new-found harmony strengthens 
the position of those groups within the party which were unable, in any case, to gain anything 
from parliamentary influence and which prefer the model of a small, vociferous protest-party. 
Unfortunately, the new-found harmony between party and movements disguises the real draw-
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back inherent in the situation. The mutually reinforced idiosyncracy becomes a trap, the world-
view nurtured in isolation in accordance with the formula 'We are right because we agree' pro-
vides no way out of the crisis. The agreement between the two odd sisters is actually an indica-
tion of their common weakness. In such a situation, a rational protagonist —  as is well known, 
the Greens are a less-then-perfect example of the latter — should check to see whether cher-
ished traditions do actually still serve the common interest. He should express scepticism in 
regard to opportunistic rhetoric which would like to make its own black-and-white thinking the 
touchstone of parliamentary politics as well, and which registers every adoption of Green is-
sues by politicians from other parties as a loss of identity for itself. It is problems of this type 
that form the basic pattern of the factional dispute that is going on between the pragmatists 
around Joschka Fischer on the one hand, and the eco-soicalists round Thomas Ebermann and 
the radical ecologists round Jutta Ditfurth on the other. 
 
A more sober view of the social movements must take account of their peculiar operational log-
ic. Social movements are forms of action that require incentives and are dependent on general 
trends.  An important part of their effectiveness lies in the fact that they can start unexpectedly 
and grow unpredictably. They are a kind of 'societal self-management by exception', in that they 
draw attention to neglected problems and to new ways of looking at situations. They set tradi-
tional distinctions between what is important and what is unimportant on their heads, and, when 
successful, they ensure that the formerly inconceivable becomes articulable, and the articulated 
realisable. This is their strength — but also their weakness, since more than this is required for 
success. Firstly, succinct incentives, secondly precise definitions of success, and thirdly an atti-
tude of expectation which I shall define here as 'capacity for disappointment'. All three features 
imply changes which will mean that in future, social movements will either be less important or 
have a different character than in the past. 
 
 (1) Whereas up to now social movements have found their incentives in a range of one-off ca-
tastrophes and scandals, this pattern no longer seems to hold good for the future.  In future, 
one should expect increasingly broadly scattered risks, implying the break-up of the pattern of 
geographically and materially concentrated impact. Multi-causal, synergetic, and 'extensive' 
forms of impact will become the norm. The materially and chronologically specific incentive, 
such as was embodied in the infrastructure measures planned in the 1960s and implemented 
until the 1980s (construction of roads, airports, and power stations), is becoming the exception.  
The dangers of the 'risk society'(5) are everywhere and everyone's. Their effects can be identi-
fied only in statistical terms — e.g. as a fall in average life-expectancy.  We must assume that 
such a change in the structure of events will mean a diminution in the number of succcinct in-
centives to mobilisation based on adverse personal experience of the effect concerned. 
 
(2) For one-off mobilisation, the decisive criteria of success were prevention of the impending 
events or the containment of defined risks.  Typically, large-scale demonstrations and occupa-
tions took place at the showplaces of technocratic arrogance only when 'construction' (of the 
nuclear power station, the nuclear reprocessing plant, or the missile base) had been an-
nounced or had just begun.  But if the nuclear machinery has already been set in motion, if the 
launch-pads have already been erected, all those affected can do is hope that it will not turn out 
as badly as they feared.  Once threatened risks become irreversible, the goal of warding off the 
dangers can no longer be the motive for participation in social movements. 
 
(3) One of the things that fosters willingness to become involved is the fact that the opponent or 
opponents in the conflict could have planned or acted differently. Only against the background 
of an 'optimistic' alternative is disappointment, or rage and anger, possible. And at the same 
time one sees to whom one should address the demand that a certain activity be stopped .  
Without an identifiable addressee at whom one's disappointment may be directed, any protest 
remains ineffective. One ought therefore to ask how long the potential for disappointment will 
be maintained. If it is likely that in future, 'acting differently' is going to be a rarer practice on the 
part of governments and investors, if we end up with insidious adaptation to higher levels of 
risk, or if the notion of systemic interdependences, convincing in terms of social theory, extends 
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to the realm of policy formulation and evaluation, then there is a danger that the moral sources 
of commitment will dry up. 
 
Changes of this kind place great responsibility on the Greens as far as their handling of the 
demands and authentic views of spontaneous movements is concerned. The fundamentalist 
wing is highly sceptical in regard to isolated movements and narrowly defined practical goals. It 
thought the 'Mothers after Chernobyl' initiatives that were started up in many places too apoliti-
cal, and spontaneous occupations of town halls an inappropriate means of promoting the idea 
of radical changes to energy policy. But in what other forms could the hoped-for transformation 
of social values have got under way? As far as the fundamentalists are concerned, spontane-
ous movements make sense only when they promise to be a preparatory stage for 'system-
shattering' actions of a kind that include the possibility of violence. Since militant participants in 
movements, and their identifying watchword ('We are fighting the State'), are regarded as politi-
cally progressive, those concerned have to hope that sometime and somehow the tiny sect will 
turn into a self-assured mass movement. As to the Green postulate of non-violence, they would 
like to think of this as being intended merely as a tactical measure, and would like it best if the 
state monopoly on force were countered with a kind of pluralism of violence.(6) 
 
To this illusory concept of a 'spiral of revolution' two objections may be raised. Not only does it 
ignore the way in which violent actions develop their own dynamic and become oblivious to the 
original goal (not to mention the State's superior instruments of force and justificatory grounds). 
It is also based on a crude misjudgement of the motives of those participating in movements, 
mistakenly believing such people to be like members of 1920s political task-forces. Inclusive 
movements open to self-selected commitment are no longer to be had without the concomitant 
of a plurality of world-views and the postulate of non-violence. The Greens will therefore also 
have to address themselves to the forms of expression and action of those sections of the pop-
ulation whose socialisation did not occur in the milieu of left-wing or alternative subcultures. 
Furthermore, in view of the less favourable structure of incentives that will apply for future 
movements, the Greens should have ready various organisational aids for spontaneous initia-
tives (whatever their concern!). They could, after a rough verification of the objectives, provide 
movements actually involved in action with generous support in the form of information and 
resources, without simply calculating what advantage there was in it for the party, or making the 
willingness to provide some sort of 'return services' a precondition of this help.  By so doing, 
they would probably attract the hostility of the other parties, but they would also acquire an 
'interface' to society's perception of problems, a perception from which they are in danger of 
gradually becoming alienated. 
 
 
IV   Pragmatic Politics and the Trap of Fundamentalism 
 
Eight years after their foundation, the Greens currently find themselves in a period of discour-
agement. But the state of the party is not an indicator of the mood of society in regard to poli-
cies of reform.  Whatever a term as woolly as that of 'environmental awareness' may mean, the 
fact is that more and more people want to live an 'environmentally aware' life, and support sys-
tematic ecological reforms in many different areas of life.  There is no ground for resignation, 
we are not living through the era of the great ecological 'turn-around', but we are not living in a 
'nuclear state' either. Why do the Greens find it so difficult to see themselves as a protagonist 
whose own action and lack of action have an important influence on the development of his 
own operational sphere and the pace and alternatives of social change?  Having discussed 
some of the important changes in the Greens' external environment, in the electorate and in the 
social movements, we shall now attempt to throw some light on the 'internal' causes of the 
Green crisis.  Our thesis is the following, in their excessive concentration on the question 'Who 
are we?', the Greens are missing most of the opportunities open to them to influence society. 
 
Attentive observers have of the Greens since their foundation have noted that they are an ex-
tremely heterogeneous party, an alliance of expediency between groups with different orienta-
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tions who share one prime goal, namely the survival of the party. In an allusion to the minimum 
percentage of votes required for entry into parliament, the Greens may aptly be described as 
an 'artefact of the five-per-cent clause'. None the less, the question of whether they may after 
all still manage to knit themselves into an organic unit remains an open one.  From the modest 
beginnings of a productive pluralism, there could develop a 'post-industrial framework-party', in 
which groups with differing orientations would be able to co-operate on the achievement of al-
most all concrete goals.  Or does the fact that the Greens are still a conglomerate of traditional 
left-wing, pragamatic ecological, and radical life-style-reforming philosophies only allow of a 
pessimistic prognosis?  No one can comment reliably on this at present. Since we are not indif-
ferent to this question, and would like to think of the Greens being a collective 'left-
wing/ecological' protagonist with a proper sense of reality and a capacity for strategic operation, 
we shall begin by explaining our scepticism vis-à-vis the natural desire for reconciliation within 
the party, and shall then indicate a few of the elements which, in our view, form part of a realis-
tic referential framework. 
 
According to a view that is widespread amongst Green party members and in the media, the 
Greens would do well finally to sort out an ideological compromise between their different 
wings.  They should, it is said, plot a middle course between the objectives of 'fundamentalism' 
and 'pragmatism' and recognise the varying approaches as having equal status. However 
commendable the motives of this proposal of compromise, its realisation would be fatal.  The 
party has for a long time already owed its continued existence to the (still-present) will to com-
promise on issues vital to party survival. At the same time, however, one cannot overlook the 
fact that formal compromises on programme and strategy cause commitment to flag and make 
the Greens appear increasingly less attractive.  In order to become capable of action once 
again, the Greens must set themselves the task of making a critical assessment of their 
'intellectual tools', and of acknowledging the weaknesses of both their philosophies, which have 
now each developed along separate and opposing lines. 
 
The fundamentalist and pragmatic discourses differ fundamentally from one another in their 
attitude to reality.  Whereas the fundamentalist discourse is self-referential, oriented to the past, 
and confident in its world-view, the pragmatic discourse is geared to results, oriented to the 
future, but uncertain of its identity. Only in one respect is there any similarity, each engages in a 
logic of circular reference, excludes central elements of the other discourse, and conveys feel-
ings of group nostalgia. Fundamentalist reasoning feeds on resolute and unnuanced criticism of 
opponents and of certain structural concepts styled as opponents (e.g. 'capital' or 'technology'). 
Just as rival organisations (e.g. the Social Democratic Party) and macro-structures (e.g. the 
capitalist economy) may still be characterised in terms of earlier 'deeds'. The crimes of the early 
period of industrialisation, for example. Or the suppression of workers' revolts — so it seems 
necesary for the fundamentalists to assert their own identity through loyalty to earlier modes of 
thought.  The continuity of their own system of attitudes and values is regarded as an important 
precondition of political success — and this even when the social environment, including their 
opponents, have undergone considerable change. Strictly speaking, fundamentalist action is 
not result-oriented (consequentialist) but expressive, in other words geared to self-portrayal 
and/or avowal of belief. 
 
Criticism of Green fundamentalism must not make things too easy for itself. The idea of produc-
ing a political effect through the avowal of identity is by no means absurd. In the peasant wars 
of the late middle ages, in the early civil struggles for individual rights and political freedoms 
(particularly the securing of the universal franchise), in the struggles of the workers' movement 
for social rights and the recognition of their collective organisation, simply stating who one was 
precluded all possible misunderstanding as to the object of the dispute and the objectives one 
was pursuing. The social conditions were clear-cut enough to allow this.  Only with the devel-
opment of modern society, with its multiply differentiated functional spheres, have the condi-
tions become ambiguous and 'hard of hearing'. As far as the effects of fundamentalist thinking 
and expressive politics today are concerned, it is difficult to believe that antagonistic definitions 
of opponents, linear notions of causality, and a concept of conflict geared exclusively to the 
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zero-sum game are sufficient to provide an adequate analysis of social reality and to identify an 
opponent with great powers of decision who would none the less allow himself to be forced into 
the arena. 
 
Sometimes it also seems as if fundamentalism is appealing to an ethical centre of society, or is 
relying on the moral competence of its opponents, radical criticism and resolute rejection are 
displayed as if there were well-defined addressees who would be moved by this to cast off their 
'wicked' character. Is it expected that radical and distancing criticism, in which differences of 
opinion are portrayed as hostilities, should act as a 'self-destroying prophecy'? This kind of 
consequentialist understanding of fundamentalism is misleading.  Fundamentalist reasoning 
may make use of consequentialist semantics, but its purport is normative, its function expres-
sive. One should not count on society's reacting positively to a theologically presented critique. 
Modern society is somewhat worse than fundamentalism supposes it to be. Its 'structures' are 
not only cold and insensitive, they are also unsuitable as a subject of moral commentary.  They 
reproduce themselves in processes that are not only highly interdependent and complex but 
also contribute in extremely varied ways to their own maintenance. Reactions to unexpected 
events are not fixed and are too unpredictable for one to be able to set a trap for 'the system' 
(these characteristics, incidentally, provide scope for successful interventions). The fundamen-
talist discourse may meet with a rather favourable response in the media, but the decision-
making processes, which are always specialised, remain untouched by its abstract generality. It 
is well known that the degree to which political dissension, along with every kind of eccentricity 
and bohemian behaviour, is tolerated is greater in democratic societies than anywhere else. In 
such a context, even a forced discourse about identity fails to provoke anyone. A self-assured 
opposition must seek out other ways of achieving the changes it desires. 
 
And what of pragmatic politics?  At first glance, the pragmatic discourse seems less dogmatic 
and more pluralist than its fundamentalist counterpart. There is even a slight degree of self-
referentiality along the lines of 'We are to blame for this'. A 'pure' logic of doing and effecting 
would, after all, be impossible.  Goals are constantly at issue, the ultimate justification for which 
is normative in character and touches on the protagonists' self-image.  But the central element 
of this discourse is something different, namely the assessment of reality as amenable to 
change, (i.e. the political calculus is explicitly geared to the future.) This sometimes gives rise to 
over-optimistic expectations, as were observable in the debates about the benefits of red–
green governmental coalitions. At the same time, the orientation towards the future indicates 
the existence of a cognitive gap that rebounds to the advantage of fundamentalism. Pragmatic 
reasoning necessarily seeks its justifications in assumptions about the effects of future action, 
in other words through recourse to realities that are merely envisaged, not yet realised. There is 
a lack of certainty in knowledge and action.  Whether the assumptions made by pragmatic poli-
tics turn out correct or incorrect is something that lies only to a limited extent within its own 
power. It addresses itself to a strategic field in which other actors with other intentions figure. An 
honest politics of reform, which is concerned to ensure rationality and transparency, must con-
fess this uncertainty as part of the basis of knowledge on which it operates. 
 
Given that neither type of discourse offers much in the way of instructions for action, some aux-
iliary constructions are required to enable distinctions to be drawn between 'correct' and 
'incorrect' actions. In case of doubt, the path of least resistance is opted for, political successes 
are measured in terms of the pace of individual careers, and when justifications are called for, 
recourse is had to the hackneyed rhetoric about the 'natural' links between small steps and 
long-term goals, with the small steps always leading, (of course) 'in the right direction'.  There is 
also talk of 'bit by bit' progress towards utopian goals — as if this were roadway made up of 
lego-blocks. Appreciation of reality and the capacity for strategic thinking are not encouraged 
either by the fact that connotational elements from the one discourse are mixed with similar 
elements from the other. This is because there is a clear asymmetry operating in favour of fun-
damentalism. Pragmatic interventions in the institutional system are difficult and uncertain, 
when they succeed this too reinforces fundamentalism's actional basis. A different situation 
obtains in the case of the fundamentalist assertions of identity. They are easily interpreted by 
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the public as signs of a deficient sense of reality, and they discourage voters who have prag-
matic expectations. Although this effect is noted from within the fundamentalist attitudinal 
framework, it is not judged to be something negative. It confirms what one always knew, name-
ly that 'the capitalist system is not amenable to reform'. 
 
So what objection could there still be to the view that the Green factional dispute should finally 
be resolved through a comprehensive programme of reform, through a plan for the gradual 
transformation of the 'whole of society' to which everyone could assent?  That this idea only 
finds favour with those inside the party and not with the voters may well be due to people's iner-
tia and is not worthy of complaint. But the situation is different in regard to the doubts concern-
ing the feasibility of comprehensive programmes. These doubts need to be examined. If they 
seem well founded, one should start looking out for a better strategic approach.  Three per-
spectives on the problem may clarify what is meant here. 
 
1. Complex strategies of reform which reach far into the future are handicapped by the fact that 
the formation of individual expectations is asynchronous. Whereas some people lower their 
demands out of disappointment, others tend to raise them. For this reason alone, the idea of a 
cumulative radicalisation of the population is unrealistic. The rhythms of personal biographies, 
the distribution of opportunities dictated by social structure, and the demographic make-up of 
the population preclude the development of identical experiences and concurrent priorities. 
Consequently, a democratic consensus in favour of the initiation of a comprehensive, long-term 
programme of reform is also unlikely.  Concurrent intersubjective perceptions would be an im-
portant precondition in ensuring that people agreed on their interpretations throughout all the 
phases of the process. If there were dissension about the particular stage reached, conflicts 
about distribution would break out between individuals who laid claim to enjoyment of the tar-
get-benefit too early and individuals who were prepared to continue to endure sacrifices in or-
der to see the ultimate objective realised. In addition, the question arises as to how one deals 
with those who abandon the collectively selected goal 'mid-way', because they no longer con-
sider it attractive enough, or because it appears inferior to certain new objectives.  How does 
one prevent the changes in preference of some people from infecting others? And how can one 
get people who did not participate in determining a particular goal — because they were too 
young, or indeed were not even born — to pledge themselves to that goal?  If we wish to avoid 
setting up an 'eco-dictatorship', and if we treasure the legitimacy and productivity of democratic 
procedures, we shall have to exchange the idea of a scheme of comprehensive reform for 
schemes based on a well-considered incrementalism that displays a capacity for learning. 
 
2. If it is true that important goals can be realised only in a step-by-step manner, one must take 
care to avoid dangerous errors in the choice of one's means. Thus, for example, Jon Elster(9) 
has pointed out that a social innovation that has only partially been implemented does not itself 
convey a picture of the effects which it would have if it were applied wholesale. For instance, 
self-managed enterprises operating in a market economy in which businesses belong mainly to 
private owners or shareholders can constitute a valuable addition to the collection of variants of 
possible business objectives and definitions of profitability.  This in itself would be sufficient 
ground to grant them public privileges. However, many factors (including the practical experi-
ence of the Yugoslavian economy of self-management) militate against the idea of aiming for a 
universalisation of the 'self-managed enterprise'. What we would observe would be, not the 
realisation of a magic recipe, but at best a change in the structures supporting the egoistic cal-
culus. This points indirectly to a host of innovations which one should not postpone until one 
has opportuntities of exerting 'global' influence. 
 
3. Other concepts of reform function only when all the preconditions for them are completely 
fulfilled. If only some of the conditions for success are guaranteed, one has to reckon not just 
on a 'second best' result but on negative consequences. Were one, for example, to introduce a 
guaranteed minimum income at a time when levels of unemployment were high, and at the 
same time strike compromises on financial levels such that the amount produced was less than 
a living wage, and if professional qualifications and opportunities on the job market remained as 
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unequally distributed as they are today, the result would be fatal.  The benefits claimed by the 
advocates of a minimum income would not materialise. Instead of offering workers support so 
that in cases of doubt they could reject poor wages and unhealthy working-conditions, we 
should have a re-enactment of phenomena from the time of early industrial policy on poor relief 
(e.g. the Speenhamland System). A guaranteed basic income would constitute a social gain 
only if the conditions for its success — including an adequate level of payment — were fully 
guaranteed.(10)  If the 'correct' instrument is in danger of being perverted because the precon-
ditions for its realisation are incomplete, then one must wait, or look for alternatives. 
 
These examples of the kinds of basic problems associated with complex strategies of reform 
compel one to give more consideration to manageable measures that remain capable of ad-
justment and do not make any claim to provide any instant and eternally valid recipe for suc-
cess. At the same time, a committed policy of reform of the kind one expects from the Greens 
must be geared to take advantage of unexpected opportunities, exploiting them to bring about 
the implementation of pre-planned measures. Reacting to Chernobyl with a 'we want it all and 
we want it right now' demand for the shut-down of nuclear power stations, instead of putting 
forward a scheme for the conversion of the energy industry that could have commanded a con-
sensus, was an avoidable error. If the Greens stick to the former style, there is a danger that 
they will involuntarily help to perpetuate the process of problem-generation. 
 
It is time to concede that there has been a clear diminution in importance of the discussion 
about the Green programme of action.  The sort of technical solutions that may be envisaged 
for coping with the endless list of ecological and social problems are already largely familiar, or 
else can be determined by a process of analogical inference. We need qualitatively different, 
quantitatively reduced procedures for converting materials, in order to limit the burdens placed 
on air, water, and soil. We also need moratoriums on, and rules of cessation for, the use of 
high-risk technologies. We need solidarity and tolerance in order to contain social injustice. But 
the completeness of our catalogues of measures does not constitute a political argument.  Pre-
cisely in the instance where these measures are 'comprehensive', there remains a gap. It is not 
clear what will be done if it turns out that every individual measure has some cost or disad-
vantage attached to it which will affect almost everyone, even though he or she will also experi-
ence the advantages of cleaner air or healthier food. What will happen if the disadvantages 
accumulate amongst particular social groups? What sort of guarantee of subsistence do we 
offer to those who lose their jobs when ecologically harmful production-lines are closed down?  
How do we safeguard the productivity and profitablity of those businesses from whose profits 
labour-intensive sectors and ecological improvements must be subsidised?  What sources of 
income and kind of life-style do we offer to young men who sacrifice their career-goals to the 
(well-founded) quota-principle of jobs for women? 
 
To state the problem in exaggerated form. What is our response to the fact of general depend-
ence on a functioning industrial capitalism, which means that a sizeable proportion of the nega-
tive aspects of our conditions of life (environmental destruction, poverty, and social inequality) 
stand in a causal relation to the pleasant sides of life, freedom of consumption, comfort, pres-
tige.  It is quite understandable when people refuse to stop the bad out of fear of something 
worse. 
 
We have no instant recipe for success but are arguing for a 'package' made up of the ability to 
intervene politically, a resolute awareness of risks, and a sincere willingness to learn.  The 
Greens' left-wing-cum-ecological image also commits us to developing institutions which re-
duce society's dependence on economic constraints, and to extending social safeguards 
against every kind of relationship of dependency based on blackmail, whether on the job-
market, in social policy, in industry and academic institutions, but also in marriage and the fami-
ly. 
 
We shall have achieved a productive balance between our ecological and social goals when 
managers and entrepreneurs can no longer avoid critical discussion of their decision-making 
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practices. Also when they begin to take the criteria of a reasonable life-style as a reference not 
just in their marketing strategies but also in the goals set for research and development.  At the 
same time, workers must be able to rely on the fact that ecological policy-makers will fulfil their 
social responsibilities in a more satisfactory manner than do current economic and social poli-
cies, with their dearth of ecological interest. However, we should not cherish any false illusions 
about harmony. There is no saturation-point for material consumption, nor is there a level of 
income, however high, which guarantees a total transformation of materialist into post-
materialist values.(11) Competition for status and possessions remains one of the driving forces 
of industrialism and as natural resources become scarcer, the competion for positional goods 
will, as Fred Hirsch has pointed out,(12) become more intense.  Crticism of flagrant inequalities 
and selfishness must therefore remain on the agenda of ecological politics.  Patterns of distri-
bution are one of the few variable parameters in the dilemma whereby modern industrial socie-
ty always functions both in and against the interests of the individuals who depend on it. A party 
such as the Greens must take account of this complexity in its structures and forms of action as 
well. The collective protagonist should be able to perceive and act in no less complex a manner 
than the individuals whom he represents and whose support he seeks. 
 
 
(The original manuscript was co-authored by Tom Stryck and published in two parts, first in 
Kommune and later in the newspaper Frankfurter Rundschau, both in 1987.) 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

THE GREENS AND THE DECLINE OF THE SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

Radical-left church or rival for the centre ground? 

 

 

The influence of the Greens on West German society is beyond dispute. The Greens are not 
only an unprecedentedly successful new creation in a party-system that had supposedly cut 
itself off and developed a dynamic of its own. Their success as a 'party of the movements' has 
also given interest in matters ecological a boost that is unknown in other industrial countries, or 
is only just starting up. But past success is no protection against future error. Like the SPD dur-
ing its period in government, the (non-governing) Greens are currently demonstrating that blan-
ket trust in their politics is unjustified. Successful efforts by organisations to safeguard their ex-
istence are not the same thing as the realisation of the goals which people have in mind when 
they give support to 'their'organisations. Even the Green party is not immune to self-
perpetuating tendencies. 
 
 
I    Intended and Unintended Effects 
 
The presence of Green parliamentarians in town councils and state parliaments encouraged 
the 'established' parties to take notice of problems and political alternatives to which they were 
unlikely to have given serious and prolonged consideration unless prompted by competition.  
Issues such as alternative energy-policy, 'nuclear-weapon-free' parishes, environmentally 
friendly rubbish-disposal, cycle-way construction and traffic abatement, support for women's 
refuges and positive discrimination for women in filling job-vacancies, action in support of asy-
lum-seekers and against hostility to foreigners, as well as a general uninhibited lifting of the lid 
on social and ecological ills have now become common property, though they do not have an 
easy passage into the political routine. In cases where proposals dealing with these or similar 
concerns are merely referred to commissions or end up at best as subject-matter for expert 
reports, those responsible for the shirking find themselves in danger of losing votes.  This is the 
most familiar, but not the only, effect of the Green presence.  Three further effects deserve our 
attention. 
 
In the first place, the advent of a large number of young, bureaucratically inexperienced spare-
time politicians who have not yet worn themselves out 'tackling a real job or two' has led to an 
unexpected extension of political fields of action. A good many Green proposals and schemes 
attracted attention because they were brought into the debate in a very uninhibited way, regard-
less of all the possible obstacles, opposed views, and other priorities.  The effect was paradoxi-
cal, as a rule, the Greens were obliged to adjust their expectations 'downwards'. To the aston-
ishment of political 'old stagers' and frustrated left-wingers, there was suddenly 'more' in pro-
spect in the way of opportunities for change than is comfortable for those who plead pressure 
of circumstance.  The field of political possibilities has been extended because with the Greens, 
optimism about reform and the willingness to take political risks have come back into play. 
 
Secondly, the Greens — not always deliberately and in many cases contrary to the intentions of 
their fundamentalist camp — have contributed to the enhancement of the status of parliament: 
the parliamentary party has distinguished itself not just by irreconcilable disputes but by an un-
accustomed diligence. A host of legislative initiatives and a drastically increased use of the in-
struments of control provided by (written and oral) parliamentary questions and commissions of 
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inquiry have meant that conservative government policy has had to operate under an unusually 
bright glare of public criticism and has had to defend itself against almost every possible argu-
ment in favour of the marginalised,be these recipients of social benefits or peoples of the Third 
World.  The Greens are 'partly to blame' for the fact that the  conservative turn-around did not 
just proceed quietly along the cynical lines pursued by the Thatcher government in Britain and 
that it only very rarely produced the results expected of it by Bavaria's chief minister. 
 
The third and final feature to note is the shift in power within the party spectrum occasioned by 
Green electoral successes.  In the federal elections of 1987, the Green's constituency had ex-
tended to cover considerable numbers of (younger) skilled workers, as well as white-collar 
workers and civil servants, including those employed in the high-tech sector.(1)  Since votes 
are won primarily at the expense of another party, namely the SPD, the latter's chances now no 
longer depend solely on implementing successful mobilisation-ploys (e.g. the social-democratic 
'togetherness' feeling) in the competition with the CDU/CSU. The SPD also depends on its per-
suasive power as a left-wing party of reform that now finds itself under pressure of competition. 
Voters with aspirations to ecological and social reform have found an alternative in the Greens.  
This has meant a radical transformation in the social democratic field of action. SPD majorities 
could be expected only in those areas where the Greens looked weak and unattractive.  Else-
where, 'red' participation in government appeared to be possible only in alliance with the 
Greens or, as an emergency measure, within the framework of a Grand Coalition.  As long as 
the FDP affects an exclusively liberalist economic stance and feels obligated to the new con-
servative course, the Greens will be (were?) able to help determine the SPD's chances of gov-
erning and thus also the course of its development.  If they managed to resist the fundamental-
ist temptation, they would not even have to fear a pairing-up of the two larger parties and they 
would be sure of gaining a considerable number of votes and these might furnish the SPD with 
the basis for making self-assured alternative proposals. Thus, despite the fact that the Greens 
have regarded themselves modestly as a mouthpiece for social movements and as someone to 
'point the finger in the House',(2) in fact they play a key role in the party-system, even though 
they sometimes shy away from the burden of this responsibility. 
 
 
II    A Problematic Environment for the Environmental Party 
 
Because of the increased uncertainty about future political majorities, the Greens were at first 
viewed as troublemakers by their competitors. It was hoped their rise would follow the same 
pattern as that of the NPD during the 1960s, being unexpected, unmerited, and short-lived. 
Their motley character meant they could be discredited either as a tardy product of the student 
revolution, or as a cluster of conservative-cum-ecological tendencies, or even as a 'breeding-
ground for right-wing authoritarian forces' (3) What, apart from the environmental issue, might 
constitute their own particular profile, distinct from that of the other parties, remained unclear. 
Prominent Greens and well-meaning intellectuals attempted to establish a Green identity, as an 
'anti-party party' opposed to the system (Petra Kelly), as a quasi-religious 'movement for a fresh 
start in the cities'. (4) Or somewhat more realistically, as a 'new type' of party that would articu-
late the experiences of those whose vital interests had been infringed .(5)  In practice, however, 
the Greens' 'image' was determined to a greater extent than was that of other parties by a ten-
dency to moralising criticism and a radical programme that was often far removed from con-
crete action. No sooner had a package of measures comprising left-wing ecological reform of 
the economy, egalitarian social policy, and emancipatory anti-authoritarian (later feminist) goals 
been tied up than it began to be called into question from within the party. In the interests of 
realising Green objectives, the Greens could not avoid accommodating themselves to existing 
circumstances and opportunities for action. 
 
Radical democratic principles such as the requirement that official functions be rotated, that 
mandates be of an imperative nature, or that decisions be unanimous (the consensus principle) 
bolstered the Greens' claim to be practising morally superior (democratic grass-roots) forms of 
politics, but these principles proved to be an obstacle to continuous, effective, self-monitored 
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action. Enforced rotation was circumvented very early on by the institution of informal cartels, 
which occupied places on the party list and posts on the committee in a kind of game of tag. 
Equally, because of the varied opinions and objectives, neither the imperative mandate nor the 
principle of consensus had the hoped-for effects. They were incompatible with the ubiquitous 
need for discussion and the necessity of taking decisions under pressure of time. Hence even 
the Greens were obliged to rationalise themselves organisationally with the result that they now 
began to record the same problems amongst their supporters as did the 'established' parties. 
Stagnating membership-numbers, declining willingness to undertake unpaid work, and ill-
informed grass-roots decision-making. 
 
The fact that the Greens also eventually experienced widespread 'problems at the grass roots' 
was due to another process of accommodation as well, one that was noticed only at a later 
stage. This was the calm expectation that the autonomous movements and initiatives of the 
1970s and 1980s would continue to act as an inexhaustible source of energy for the Greens. 
Instead, a 'decline in political activity by the new social movements'(6) has been observable for 
quite a time now; anti-nuclear, peace, and other groups have shrunk to that nucleus of stalwarts 
which seems immune to frustration because it has mastered the technique of putting group 
identity above political objectives. The only thing left to counterbalance this documented devel-
opment is a vague hope that the autumnal decline of the social movements will be followed by 
a new spring. 
 
Yet such hope is deceptive. In the first place, the Greens' own success at getting ecological 
issues on the agenda and abolishing misplaced confidence in progress has led to changes in 
their voters' expectations of them. The call now is not just for awareness of problems but for 
solutions as well. Secondly, the flagging support must also be blamed on the obvious gulf be-
tween 'real' fear of catastrophe and radical 'utopian' recipes. Many people doubt that they can 
create a 'completely different society' when it is not even possible to convert energy production 
to methods that are defensible in the long-term. In addition there is the realisation that repeated 
exposés act like a dangerous tranquiliser if they do not lead to a discussion about practical al-
ternatives. They give the appearance of action but do not even cure the symptoms, let alone 
tackle the causes.(7)  If the notion of a movement-based party is adhered to despite changing 
social experiences, the process of erosion currently affecting the movements will eventually 
extend to the Greens' membership and to their political influence. 
 
 
III    Catalogues of Measures as a Means to Identity? 
 
Given their varied origins in the environmental and anti-nuclear movement, in citizens' initia-
tives, and in remnants of the student-based 'K-Gruppen' 'parties', the Greens were not bound 
together by any single world-view or consensus over positive objectives during the first few 
years of their existence. They were united only over what they did not want. Namely the contin-
uation of a development that was blind to environmental factors, to the effects of technology 
and to people's needs, whether because of the pressures of the capitalist market or under the 
dictates of an authoritarian state bureaucracy.(8) As a 'post-industrial framework-party'(9) of 
pluralist composition, the Greens chugged along happily in this negative coalition as long as all 
that was needed was to criticize the competition. 'Green' stood for ecology, alternative ways of 
living, and an egalitarian distribution of resources etc.  However, when the effects of the Green 
presence were reflected in an ecologisation of the programmes of the other parties (particularly 
the SPD), the Greens themselves came under increasing pressure to provide answers to 'how 
?' questions.  They suddenly found themselves at a crossroads in terms of party profile. In one 
direction lay the more arduous route of developing a programme of action consonant with their 
own, as yet unformulated, interpretation of reality. In the other direction lay the easier course of 
confining themselves to drawing together the demands made by the social movements and 
shunting them further on. 
 
As demands and objectives were hammered out, the federal party and a number of regional 
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branches opted for the second course.  The issues 'generated by the movements' were added 
together, and in any doubtful cases, an approach of maximum verbal radicalness was deter-
mined on. In reply to each individual problem, an abstract negation of that problem was offered 
as an ad-hoc remedy.  Since then, the wide-ranging catalogue of calamities has been swollen 
through a process of 'encyclopaedic compromise', in other words the demands of movements 
whose concerns are inadequately represented are simply added on to the list. Consideration of 
the overall contexts in which issues arise and of ecological and economic interactions gets 
short shrift in all this. Whether such programmes still have any readership outside the party is 
debatable. In any case they lack priorities, chronological perspective, and a guiding theme.(10) 
 
Sociological analyses make clear why the Greens' insistence on the primacy of the movements 
is leading them into a cul-de-sac rather than bringing them an upturn in their fortunes.(11) 
Movements that group themselves around prominent individual social problems are assured of 
continued (temporary) existence only if, in addition to all other purposes, they act as a commu-
nicative framework which confers a certain identity and in which the membership constantly 
sees its self-image reinforced. Social movements now also perform this function because there 
has been a break-up in the traditional social milieu in which individuals formerly developed their 
identities as participants in stable collective interpretations of society (interpretations which in 
certain circumstances could also provide the basis for solidary action). Since that break-up, 
groups and organisations with voluntary memberships have had, in addition to anything else, to 
help in the tasks of giving meaning and confirming identity.  The fundamental social change that 
has occurred particularly over the last four decades has led not just to the disappearance of the 
experiential basis of the class-based (workers') party but also to excessive strain being placed 
on the organisational frameworks which, like the social movements, have taken that party's 
place.  In order to ensure their continued existence despite the differing experiences and condi-
tions of life of their members, they have to reinforce even the smallest overlaps in their mem-
bers' perceptions of the sense of things, and, in cases where doubt arises, forgo any analysis 
or criticism of the content of those perceptions. 
 
In terms of its world-view and political programme, the Green Party is based primarily on social 
movements, and because of this it ends up as a medium through which the quest for meaning 
is pursued and through which a self-referential type of communication is conducted. The party 
talks mainly about itself and loses its capacity for sober perception of reality.(12) The identity 
question ('Who are we?'), which every organisation founded on solidarity must answer, here 
becomes an all-purpose tool with which all other questions are prised off and jettisoned as im-
permissible.  Debates that ought to take place about goals and options for action ('What shall 
we do?') do not occur, self-portrayal dominates the objectives and projected effects of action. 
 
As long as the social movements themselves 'admit' enough reality in that they try to secure 
influence within society, the party profits from their knowledge, from the authenticity of their de-
mands, and from the commitment of their participants.  But when there is a multiplicity of weak, 
contradictory groups (e.g. the autonomous anti-nuclear movement and the 'post-Chernobyl' 
mothers' initiatives), the party is faced with the task of harmonising differing views and itself 
elaborating a defensible programme of action.  This task is all the more urgent in that the de-
mands made in less 'animated' times are heavily influenced by the disappointment experienced 
by the activists in the movements.  These demands turn out more radical and more implacable, 
with the result that they remain largely incomprehensible. This makes it all the more unlikely 
that there will be any consideration of 'second-order solutions'. That is to say ways of coping 
with the effects of proposed solutions to probems.(13) 
 
How orientation to social movements can produce immobility was demonstrated inter alia by 
the Greens' habit of drawing up a catalogue of demands long in advance of election-dates (in 
other words, without knowing the result of the election or the negotiating-situation) with a view 
to co-operation with the SPD.  This kind of refusal merely to act as a majority-maker fulfilled an 
important function in the Greens' early years. It was intended to correct the widespread notion 
that smaller parties are automatically looking to form a coalition with the party of government 
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and that they are willing to forgo their own goals to achieve this. This the Greens were not, and 
are not, willing to do.  Paradoxically, however, this prior stipulation of conditions carried on be-
ing made even when the Greens' exacting claims and their aversion to participating in govern-
ment at any price were well known. Comprehensive packages of demands were directed at the 
SPD even when the latter had long since clearly indicated its refusal and had begun to seek its 
'own' majority or a different partner. Voters who might have supported the Greens had no 
choice but to interpret the catalogue of demands either as a refusal to co-operate in any way or 
as proof of Green self-centredness and detachment from reality. 
 
The conflict between the identity of the movements and the direction of policy lies at the root 
not only of the wearisome 'Realo versus Fundi' dispute but also of the 'violence question' that is 
constantly being directed at the Greens. The Greens are certainly not characterised by any 
tendency to violent confrontations or fantasies of civil war, as conservative politicians are fond 
of suggesting. Yet the issue regularly surfaces when prominent Greens call the constitutional 
principle of the State's monopoly on force into question with emphatic gestures, in an attempt to 
confirm their identity through encapsulations of hostility, for example, vis-à-vis the State.(14) 
More serious than the 'violence' fetish, however, are the effects which the dominant orientation 
to social movements has on the political profile and creativity of the party. 
 
 
IV    Innovation and Regression 
 
In the early 1980s, when the conflict between identity-related needs and political objectives was 
still latent and the 'established' parties' attempts at slander welded the Greens together from 
outside, the sense of a new breakthrough captured imaginations far beyond the party member-
ship. Everywhere, Green work-groups discussed the 'cyclical ecological economy', 'new social 
policy', the transformation of science and education, women's work and technological develop-
ment. The Greens were the driving-force, target, discussion forum, and pool of ideas for pro-
posals designed to bring about a 'new politics'. Academics (abroad as well as at home) who 
were working on ecological and social questions made reference to the Greens and to the 
chances of reform which they might open up. 
 
It is from this period of creativity, up to about 1984, that the Greens' most important contribu-
tions to a number of currently widely discussed issues date were made. Issues such as the 
conversion of socially unacceptable types of production (e.g. arms conversion), the reform of 
the tax system along ecological, employment-oriented lines (e.g. wealth-creation tax), acknowl-
edgement of the work done by carers and the provision of security for them, the redistribution of 
paid work to the unemployed and to all involuntarily jobless women, comprehensive reductions 
in working-hours (with a graduated off-set in wages), the gearing of flexible working-hours to 
the needs of employees, and universal basic social security. Many of these proposals have now 
become common property; thus in its Irsee draft programme, the SPD took up a good many 
ideas from the Green discussion.  This should still be regarded as a positive development, de-
spite doubts as to whether a people's party can actually undertake concrete steps to realize 
such intentions without pressure from a small but persistent coalition partner. 
 
Nowadays, the prospering of Green areas of debate — as evinced even in the dispute about 
the proposals for redistribution of work put forward by Oskar Lafontaine — contrasts oddly with 
the sterile, prejudice-laden, and uncreative mood prevailing amongst the Greens themselves.  
From being effective policy-innovators, they have become a feeble amplification-system for 
conflictual rhetoric, without thereby gaining any mobilizing capacity or persuasive force.  In 
more recent times, the only issues on which they have achieved anything exemplary have been 
those relating to policy on women, where they have introduced a draft law to combat discrimi-
nation and have consistently applied the quota-principle to all party posts and mandates. In all 
other areas of policy, issues of identity predominate over the question of the suitability of pro-
posed reforms and the nature of their likely effects. 
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As a result, the chances which are open to the Greens thanks to their left-wing ecological im-
age and the attention they attract are fast disappearing. Instead of viewing themselves as a 
focal point for debates about how we ourselves can shape an ecologically aware society and 
instead of looking for solutions that hold out the promise of reduced dependence on the exploi-
tation of capital in line with the needs of the world market, they content themselves with ways of 
thinking dating back to the nineteenth-century labour-movement. In those days, however, (but 
not now) one could assume a) that the abolition of market-based and capital-based conditions 
would not claim any significant victims, because it involved direct social benefits (in the sense 
of 'enhanced productive forces'), and b) that nature provided an inexhaustible basis for life, in 
accordance with the old saying 'Time is a great healer'. By opting for the simplest interpreta-
tions, the party is doing the same thing as naïve sociological research which 'loves to overesti-
mate the expressive-cum-symbolic possibilities of the new movements'.(15)  The 'Greens and 
trade unionists' work-groups are an example of this. They have provided many disillusioned 
trade-union activists from the SPD and 'K-Gruppen' with a new home where they can dream of 
the revival of the workers' movement and where every wage-dispute is misconstrued as a 
'labour versus capital' showdown.  This appraisal, with its hefty dose of working-class ethic, is 
also reflected in the contributions of Green trade-unionists to the party's economic programme, 
for which they claim a sort of experts' monopoly. The response of a number of the Greens' ma-
jor decision-making bodies to Oskar Lafontaine's proposals on labour policy and policy on 
working hours follows the same regressive mode of thinking. Instead of submitting their own 
proposals for avoiding unnecessary casualties. In other words for guaranteeing new jobs  and 
thus advancing the discussion that had at last got under way about redistributing work in a way 
that is advantageous to the unemployed, the Greens promptly denied the claims contained in 
their own programme in regard to graduated compensation and the institution of shorter work-
ing-hours  
 
Faced with the pressing ecological and social problems to which they 'owe' their rise and 
whose recognition is less and less tied to membership of a particular party or to electoral be-
haviour, the Greens appear to be engaged in developing a unique kind of 'left-wing 
conservatism'. Their new self-image, oversimplified and based on emotive definitions of the 
opposing forces, has led to self-castration at the level of new ideas. Their politics presupposes 
a much simpler social environment than that which currently exists. Capitalist enterprises, busi-
ness associations, and rival parties often come up against systematic barriers resulting from 
informational factors or complexity and are thus prevented from recognizing their long-term 
interests or from realizing these in the optimum way. In this situation a rejection of 'Green' con-
cepts by one's opponents can no longer serve as proof of the correctness of one's own choice, 
as is often supposed.  In the complex system that is modern capitalism, where reforms can 
succeed only if that system's vital (supply) operations are not jeopardized but are respected 
and safeguarded with a view to effecting their transformation, the nature of reformist political 
intervention cannot be decided according to individual whim or on the basis of rhetorical con-
siderations. 
 
 
V    Opportunities and Risks 
 
At present, however, it is not just the Greens but also the people's parties — SPD and 
CDU/CSU — who have worries about finding suitable ideas for mobilizing support and about 
the changing electoral base. The parties' traditional 'typical' voters are becoming fewer. Every-
one is busily trying to discover what moves the new middle-classes, the only thing that really 
seems to be known about them is that they hardly have any lasting ties to particular parties any 
longer. Voting this way on one occasion and that way the next, with a view to achieving very 
specific effects on the composition of the government or on policy objectives. The Greens can-
not draw any comfort from the uncertain situation in which the 'big' parties find themselves. 
Their fate also hangs on the decisions of this same group of voters, which does not consist 
entirely of egocentric Yuppies and Dinkies.(16)  The disappearance of the typical SPD or CDU 
voter has a counterpart amongst the Greens, since the alternative scene has also been subject 
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to a fraying-away and this has made itself felt on the party. They also have increasing difficulty 
in remaining meaningful to younger voters, for whom the alternative scene's ethos of politi-
cal/cultural protest is something alien. Young people have not experienced the anti-liberal, anti-
communist fustiness of the Cold War era, nor the passion for technocratic surveillance evinced 
by previous governments (including social democratic-cum-liberal coalitions).  The Greens' 
'youth gap' and their very low membership give serious grounds for concern that there is a 
'petrification of conditions underway within the party'.(17) 
 
The success of the drive to ecological awareness, the universalization of 'Green' themes, and 
the disintegration taking place in the alternative scene mean that fewer and fewer voters can be 
motivated purely by the kind of informational approach the Greens offer, or by the image they 
project. Why should anyone vote Green if the Greens are not willing to take risks? The party's 
ability to intervene has become the precondition for its survival. Though what its next chance of 
doing this will be is as yet unclear. But showing willingness in regard to coalitions with the SPD, 
as is expected by a majority of Green voters, is not in itself a sufficient condition for a politics of 
ecological reform.  Majorities must reflect reality, partners in co-operation must genuinely want 
to do what they are doing. In spring 1987 the Red–Green coalition in Hesse came to an end 
because of irreconcilable differences between the yardsticks by which the SPD and the Greens 
felt success should be measured. The successful co-operation of the two parties, which includ-
ed exposing mismanagement in the nuclear industry in Hanau, foundered on the antagonism 
between social democratic reluctance to take risks (only the newly elected CDU/CSU admin-
istration had the gumption — albeit half-hearted—to resort to shut-down decrees) and the 
Green objective of a complete opting-out of the nuclear business.  In Hamburg, the gap be-
tween the SPD and the Green Alternative List proved, for the third time, to be so great that nei-
ther side was able to support the idea of serious talks on co-operation. In this case, what had a 
clear adverse effect on the Greens' future opportunities of exerting influence was the rediscov-
ery of the FDP as a coalition partner. If one measures their options merely on the one-
dimensional left–right scale, the Greens appear to be cast in the role of dummy or 'place-holder' 
at the left-hand edge and have very little room for manoeuvre. Either they join up with the SPD 
or they confine themselves to a role of protest and opposition. In contrast, an SPD that opened 
itself up in a rightward direction again, with the pain of adjustment gradually subsiding, and had 
the choice between the Greens and the FDP as possible majority-makers would have consid-
erably increased its scope for action.  The fact that the Greens relate exclusively to one partner 
for co-operation and discussion makes them vulnerable to blackmail.   
 
The fate not only of the Greens but of an ecologically motivated politics of reform depends on 
the right decisions being taken in this ticklish situation. The objective pressure of problems and 
the change in voters' motives mean that essentially only two combinations are possible, both of 
them risky. One is to try to replace the love-hate relationship with the SPD with a dispassionate 
appraisal of the options, and at the same time to establish a stronger rapport with the liberal 
sections of Christian democracy. A rapport that is critical but nuanced in its approach to different 
issues. This latter step should be taken not in order to prepare the way to an agreement on 
coalition for which bases do not exist, but as a means of exerting influence on the discussions 
conducted in those circles and of loosening the bulkheads that prevent majorities being formed 
on particular issues across parliamentary-party boundaries. Secondly, the Greens' own ecologi-
cal-cum-social values — rather than just the dictates of demarcation from one's opponents — 
must be given a look-in again.  How urgent this is has been demonstrated by Joachim Raschke 
in an imaginary look back at the current crippling linkage of the capitalist and ecological issues. 
Unless it proves possible to move beyond this Green package deal we shall probably be able to 
say in the future that 'Anyone who opted for (socially responsible) capitalism was not able to 
articulate the importance he attached to the ecological question, and anyone who supported 
radicalism in dealing with the ecological issue could not differentiate this adequately from a 
socialist programme of change.'(18) 
 
The political opportunities which are open to the Greens can now only be exploited at great risk 
to the current perception which they have of their own identity. The Greens should acknowledge 
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the differentiated nature of the society which they want to change and shape, so that voters 
who are interested more in effects than in identity are prepared to become involved in the party. 
That the Greensd are still capable of learning is indicated not only by the frequent self-critical 
modifications of course that are instituted after elections, but also by the great degree of 
'openness' which persists vis-à-vis grass-roots initiatives. It is true that the Greens now function 
just as much as a training-ground for demagogic talents as do other parties, but a lot of uncer-
tainty still clings to the party's decisions, because they 'come up from the grass roots' rather 
than being steered by the leadership.  This feature may promote a repoliticization of the party of 
the movements.  However, this does not justify hopes that the Greens may develop into that 
centre of social and political creativity which many once dreamed of. Nowadays parties are 
neither conferers of purpose nor centres of innovation. It would already be a great help if they 
were relieved of the burden of unrealisable expectations and were thus set free to organize 
productive debates about which paths to take to attain a future that is worth living. 
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1 The Greens obtained 7 per cent of the votes among skilled workers, and as much as 8 per 
cent among trade-union members.  Their share of the vote amongst ('lower-ranking and middle-
ranking) white-collar workers was 10 per cent.  Cf. Ursula Feist, Hubert Krieger, 'Alte und neue 
Scheidelinien des politischen Verhaltens', in Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, B12, pp. 33–47 
(this ref. pp. 40 ff.). 1987. Slightly higher percentages are quoted in Forschungsgruppe Wahlen, 
'Die Konsolidierung der Wende.  Eine Analyse der Bundestagswahl 1987', in Zeitschrift für Par-
lamentsfragen,  (2),  pp. 253–84. June 1987. 
2 This (German = Ankläger im Hohen Haus) is the title of a book by Dirk Cornelsen (Essen, 
1986). 
3 This is the title of an article, authorised by J. Rau, which appeared in J.R. Mettke (ed.), Die 
Grünen, Regierungspartner von morgen?, Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1982. 
4 Rudolf Bahro, Wer kann die Apokalypse aufhalten?, in id., Wahnsinn mit Methode, Berlin: 
Olle & Wolter, 1982, p. 21. 
5 Cf. Claus Offe, 'Konkurrenzpartei und kollektive politische Identität', in Roland Roth (ed.), Par-
lamentarisches Ritual und Politische Alternativen, Frankfurt/M. and New York: Campus Verlag, 
26–42. 1980. 
6 Bodo Zeuner, 'Parlamentarisierung der Grünen', in Prokla, 61, pp. 5–22 (this ref. p. 
5).Dec.1985. 
7 Cf. A. Stolzenwaldt, 'Hanau: Selters statt Sekt', in Links, 208, pp. 8 ff. April 1988. 
8 One should recall here the much maligned motto 'Neither left, nor right, but forward'. Those 
who supported it, however, were not proclaiming their neutrality in the conflict over the distribu-
tion of resources etc. but were making it known that they distanced themselves from the tradi-
tional utopias of both Right and Left. 
9 Joachim Raschke, 'Jenseits der Volkspartei', in Argument, 137, pp. 54–65. Jan./Feb. 1983. 
10 The first parliamentary party of the Greens did, however, supplement the cumulative pro-
gramme with an integrated scheme for environmental and social policy which was discussed 
under the rubric 'Reconstruction Programme' and was adopted by the party before the 1987 
elections. 
11 The argument that follows is taken from Andreas Brandhorst, Klassenpartei und 
Bewegungspartei, dissertation, University of Bielefeld (Faculty of Sociology), 1988. 
12 Cf. esp. Niklas Luhmann, Ökologische Kommunikation, Opladen 1986. 
13 This applies, inter alia, to the link between hazardous industrial production and the lack of 
employment options.  Cf. Claus Offe, 'Zwischen Bewegung und Partei.  Die Grünen in der poli-
tischen "Adoleszenzkrise"?', in Otto Kallscheuer (ed.), Die Grünen--Letzte Wahl?, Berlin: Rot-
buch Verlag, pp. 40–60 (this ref. p. 53). 1986. 
14 The fact that this spoils the chances of conducting a public discussion about the legitimacy 
of the State's use of force, the conditions that trigger it, and the (much too low) threshold set for 
it, is a result of purely expressive action which, though unintended, must still be answered for 
politically. 
15 Klaus von Beyme, 'Neue soziale Bewegungen und politische Parteien, in Aus Politik und 
Zeitgeschichte, B44, pp. 30–9 (this ref. p. 30). 1986. Cf. also Tom Stryck, and Helmut Wiesen-
thal, 'Between Identity and Modernity', chapter 2 of this volume.   
17 Joachim Raschke, 'Die Grünen zwischen Bewegungs- und Parlamentspartei', in Gegen-
wartskunde, 2, 171–84 (this ref. p. 178).1987. 
18 Ibid., pp. 182 ff. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

ISSUE PIRACY  

The distorted conflict over flexible working hours 

 

If it is true that the industrial societies of the capitalist world are currently undergoing transfor-
mations that involve important structural changes, then, at least in the case of West Germany,  
working-hours will probably be one of those hinges which is unlikely to swing back into its for-
mer position once it has been set, groaning and creaking, into motion. 
 
A whole series of more or less promising endeavours are currently centred round the issue of 
changes in working-hours.  IG Metall and other trade unions are mobilising support for their 
demand for a 35-hour week. A group of five trade unions around IG Chemie are staking their 
hopes on reductions in working hours. The SPD and CDU/CSU have put forward bills for new 
legislation on working-hours. The ruling coalition hopes to deflect workers' interest in a shorter 
working-week with its law on early retirement . . . the list could easily be lengthened by adding 
other, less important steps.  In all this, one particular issue is attracting a great deal of attention 
because in almost all the schemes for change it is either canvassed along with other measures, 
or is directly promoted, or is strictly rejected.  That issue is flexible working-hours. 
 
Flexible working-hours do not only figure as Point Number One on the counter-offer made by 
the employers' associations to IG Metall; they are also the common goal of the various bills on 
working-hours drafted by the big parties, including the SPD, although — unlike the CDU/CSU 
— it sets the 5-day/40-hour week as a standard, having a separate clause that allows for sea-
sonal deviations with no upper limit. It seems as if capital's logic of constraint has suddenly in-
vaded the heads of politicians and federation bureaucrats: nothing can be done anymore with-
out 'flexibility'. 
 
At a time of 'surplus supply' of manpower, when even a drastic reduction in the supply of work, 
e.g. through the introduction of the 35-hour week is nowhere near sufficient to put an end to 
unemployment, it seems that what we have is not a quantitative but a qualitative time problem. 
It almost looks as if up to now the companies have not been able to achieve what they wanted, 
namely the 'correct' amount of work in terms of duration at the right point in time.  
 
But that which now constitutes the countervailing position adopted by businesses to combat the 
introduction of a shorter working-week, and which also enjoys the support of a Grand Coalition 
comprising the SPD, CDU/CSU, and FDP, is not by any means originally or exclusively a 
'business issue'.  It became possible to play off the  greater flexibility in working-hours against 
the unions (as an 'alternative' to shorter working-hours) only after the latter had unequivocally 
declined to champion employees' demands for a kind of flexibility that was geared to the wishes 
of the workforce. If this issue now appears merely as a dubious excrescence of the capitalist 
logic of rationalisation, then this is only half the truth. The other half is a piece of strategic histo-
ry in the conflict between labour and capital whose lessons — rich in implications — must, little 
by litte, be absorbed. 
 
Since the start, in the mid-1960s, of the current discussion about working-hours, 'flexible work-
ing-hours' has meant diverging from rigidity to rules that organise working-hours in a way that 
seems sensible in regard to particular considerations. One such consideration, for example, 
was the rational use of transport, recreational, and training-facilities, in accordance with the 
notion that having chronologically extended use is more sensible than expanding capacity to 
cope with short-lived peak-demand.  Naturally, the extension of shift-work and shop-hours was 
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also considered here.  And by no means every kind of non-standard time of work or use would 
have brought social advances for employees.  However, given various definite limits, for exam-
ple in regard to use of space or available resources—organisational alternatives to the constant 
expansion of infrastructure appeared definitely open to discussion (and is probably still open 
today). 
 
A second consideration was that of individual thinking on the use of time.  This consideration 
found expression in the thoroughly plausible assumption that employees might be keen on an 
arrangement of working-hours that takes into account personal wishes in regard to the use of 
time.  The concept of 'sovereignty over time' embraced a whole gamut of possibilities for indi-
vidual choice in the matter of the duration and location of working-hours (these ranged from 
voluntary temporary part-time work to extended holidays or 'sabbaticals'). Although these kinds 
of ideas were quite a bit in advance of the actual needs articulated by workers, they none the 
less formed part of a trend of changes in values which also affects attitudes to work in which 
the automatic acceptance of performance, obedience to authority, and renunciation ('for their 
own sake') makes way for a greater consideration of personal and social goals.  But this is no 
'turn-around', it is more of a creeping tendency which, embraces mainly younger generations 
and the workers with better training-opportunities, as well as marginalised groups. 
 
Both these angles on a more rational ordering of time evoked only a modest response, and one 
that was negligible in terms of practical politics. 'More sensible' ways of structuring time were 
not of any particular interest either to employers or to trade unions, because they were express-
ly intended to be an alternative to investments. Investments which meant growth and jobs.  
Also troubling for both sides was the idea that self-confident workers might come along with a 
host of unreconcilable requests in regard to working-hours and thus disrupt the ordered pro-
gress of production and administration, or that, they might make agreement on the unions' goal 
of a collective reduction in working-hours more difficult. 
 
The proponents of workforce-oriented flexibility can certainly not be exonerated of all the blame 
for their failure.  There was an all-too credulous assumption that individual time-patterns could 
be reconciled with the protective functions of collective agreements (such as wage-settlements 
and industrial-relations arrangements). Only very rarely was any distinction made between real 
existing part-time work, with its obvious disadvantages for the women-workers involved, and an 
individual work-time that could be chosen as an alternative to full-time work. There was a naïve 
failure to appreciate the employers' interest in cheap — because largely unprotected and easily 
rearrangeable — part-time work, and it was occasionally assumed that all that was needed to 
create 'more' and 'better' part-time jobs was trade-union initiative leading to an industrial 
agreement. 
 
A job-sharing model imported by the employers of the chemical industry and the CDU remained 
practically without effect despite enormous publicity. It was at that point, if not before, that the 
truth began to emerge, the persistently evoked possibility of smoothly 'reconciling' the workers' 
interests in regard to autonomy over time with the companies' profitability requirements was a 
pipe-dream. The 'value' of flexible working-hours does after all lie in the matching up of very 
concrete time-packages (which are temporally fixed both in their size and in their placing) with 
equally specific demands or interests. But when capital is aiming at working-hours that fit into 
the production process with optimum flexibility, whilst the workforce is wanting to fulfil desires 
for self-determination that are geared to social needs, then the objectives each of the two sides 
has in mind are not just different, they are contrary to one another. That objective in each case 
is to organise time to a greater extent than before in line with that side's own interests. 
 
Whether because of the illusory hopes about harmonisation, or because of the short-sighted 
and undiscriminating treatment of the flexibility issue by the unions, the damage that has now 
been done is considerable.  A dynamic of negation of demands was set in motion which does 
far more than merely reject inappropriate and currently unrealisable proposals. Instead of being 
acknowledged as universalisable and legitimate, the tentatively articulated interest in self-
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determination in regard to life's most precious good was repudiated and, not infrequently, slan-
dered. Those involved overlooked the fact that, when expressed in concrete terms, the indis-
putably universal interest in autonomy always manifests itself in individually differentiated 
forms.  This is ensured by the great variety in people's biographies and personal conditions of 
life . 
 
A double price must now be paid for the tactical organisational decision to declare oneself in-
competent to champion a 'new' social demand (even if only by 'preserving' it for better times). 
On the one hand, a not insiginificant potential for a redistribution of working-hours between the 
employed and unemployed has been written off.  The realisation of this potential (involving 
about 400,000 extra jobs, as is also generally conceded) would be clearly beneficial in em-
ployment terms, though not exactly a simple undertaking. But every step towards realisation, 
for example in the form of demands for temporary or partial exemption from full-time work could 
contribute to the reduction of unemployment and thus also to the improvement of the workers' 
position on the job-market.  On the other hand, and this is the worst aspect of all, the wholesale 
rejection of the claim to more autonomy over time (NB I am not talking about a reasoned rejec-
tion of this or that way of realising the claim) drives those advancing the claims to the other side 
of the battle-line between labour and capital.  The universal applause won by Oskar Negt's 
Sprockhövel speech,in which amongst other things, he appropriated those motives for the im-
plementation of the 35-hour week which up to then had practically been fought against, does 
nothing to change this.  All that remains for us to do is note the failure to organise existing aspi-
rations in support of the demand for a workers' right to 'reduced working', a demand that could 
have provided a much more effective counter (in employment terms) to the employers' 
'traditional' demand for more work than does the bald 'No more overtime' approach, which is 
always directed against those who do more work. 
 
Until the beginning of 1983, employers introduced the subject of flexible working-hours into 
discussions only in a tentative and half-hearted manner. Employers' associations went round 
businesses plugging the idea of 'more part-time work' as if it were acidified beer, pungent but 
without effect. Company demand for part-time work had long been satisfied. Only after IG 
Metall and other unions decided to press for a 35-hour week did Gesamtmetall — and shortly 
after it the BDA — get down to business. 'Flexible working-hours', long suspected by the em-
ployers of being a trojan horse which would merely introduce tiresome desires for autonomy 
into the ordered process of production, now became the sheepskin disguising various rationali-
sation-schemes relating to the organisation of time. 
 
In spring 1983 Volkswagen unveiled the new ideas. 'Yearly agreements on working-hours' with 
weekly quotas of hours varying in accordance with the state of the order-books, 'alternative 
shifts' for part-time workers, these were the new contents of the concept of 'flexible working-
hours'. Apart from in the well-worn area of part-time work these have not yet become a reality. 
But it seems certain that the hi-jack has been successful and that there is no need to fear any 
significant social opposition if the ideas tested out by Volkswagen, Siemens, and other compa-
nies in the public arena are implemented. 
 
Before most employers and personnel managers have even grasped what large-scale compa-
nies and employers' associations have managed to secure for them simply by reaching out and 
grabbing a neglected issue, the question of 'flexible working-hours' has already been trans-
formed into a multi-purpose weapon for use against schemes for the collective reduction of 
working-hours. In the first place, employers can exploit the 'homeless' social demand for auton-
omy over time. As long as the workers' desires in regard to this idea have not been completely 
disappointed. Secondly, they can be used to open up new areas of rationalisation. This is new 
to the extent that even two years ago a system of organising time that runs counter to the self-
evident needs of the workers, e.g. 50-hour weeks in spring, 30-hour weeks in autumn, when 
orders are slack, would never have been considered acceptable.  Thirdly the employers can 
make flexible working-hours into a formula for compromise in the dispute over the 35-hour 
week—which means, paradoxically, using the workers' interests in regard to the quality of their 
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time as a means of blackmailing the unions.  This is possible because neither union members 
nor the public are able immediately to spot the snag in (what sound like 'sensible') 'flexible' so-
lutions.  Fourthly, the employers are managing to do what the unions found it very difficult to do 
in relation to the demand for a 35-hour week, set an objective which makes social sense at the 
personal level, over and above objective and economic rationality (the improvement of the job 
situation). What was once expressed in formulas like 'A fair day's pay for a fair day's work' and 
'On Saturdays daddy's all mine' nowadays marks a 'slot' in the mobilisation for the struggle for 
shorter working-hours. There is a lack of ideas of a good or proper life and counter-arguments 
which could set limits to the validity of purely economic considerations. Ideas which might, 
amongst other things, develop in line with ecological issues or the demand for self-fulfilment. 
 
Up to now fights over structural changes have never been won without the rallying force of a 
social vision or of a normative justification of the goal.  Anyone who points to the problems 
which a careful handling of new social demands would have caused the unions is not out of the 
woods.  What he has to do is show how refusing to treat such demands enables the unions to 
make a better job of tackling impending conflicts and helps them avoid pressure to change. In 
other words how they could end up more successful.  This is probably no easy task. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

ALTERNATIVE TECHNOLOGY 

 

Small is beautiful, soft technology is ecological, craft-based production saves energy and capi-
tal. In small-scale workshops the dichotomy between manual and intellectual work, between 
work and leisure is removed, everything can at last be decided democratically. The most diffi-
cult problems have in fact already been resolved, since what is being produced, and how it is 
produced, can be understood by everyone. It is qualitatively beyond reproach, lasts longer, is 
easy to repair, is enjoyable to make, fits in with the natural and cultural environment, and facili-
tates self-sufficiency and independence.  In a word one can enjoy alternative technology with a 
carefree heart. This, in only slightly exaggerated form, is the message contained in a concept 
that has left its mark on alternative literature. The concept of a technology which is, in its own 
words, alternative, radical, small-scale, and neighbourhood-based. 
 
So much good must have more than one source. At least three strands of the modern critique 
of technology have come together here. The oldest and sturdiest is probably that of 
'intermediate technology for developing countries'. Just as it was hoped that technology which 
was 'appropriate' to local conditions would create a large number of jobs that would foster self-
sufficiency, similar effects appeared to be possible in the industrialised countries. A reduction in 
the division of labour, jobs that were economical on capital, independence from supraregional 
markets. In short, a little bit of local autarky. From quite a different geographic quarter came the 
idea that alternative technology was a precondition of individual self-emancipation. It was the 
countercultural youth-movement of North America which sought to realise its 'Californian 
dream' of an alternative life in a series of rural communes. Do-it-yourself technologies were to 
open up the way to a holisitic and autonomous life, in systematic opposition to the spiritual and 
cultural impoverishment experienced by people living in the industrial conurbations. 
 
The third source is the standpoint associated with nature conservation and environmental pro-
tection, with its critical attitude to growth. Dwindling resources, the risks associated with energy-
production, the disruption of nature, and the destruction of the countryside, all the various as-
pects of the ecological-cum-economic issue became arguments in favour of non-industrial pro-
vision, craft-based do-it-yourself, and a more modest way of life. Whereas appropriate technol-
ogy was defined primarily as being small-scale, simple, and cheap, and the principal character-
istic of counterculturally defined technology was alternativeness, all the proposals for a different 
kind of technology here converged in the imperative that a more sparing use should be made of 
nature. 
 
Technological critique now operates under a different banner, it has become 'positive'. Even just 
a few years ago, appraisal of the effects of technology on society was predominantly negative.  
Social philosophers engaged in the critique of civilisation (Gehlen, Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcu-
se, and others) did not consider that modern technology's drive to conquest would lead to the 
realisation of progress or would provide a route to greater individual freedom and a 'sensibly' 
organised society. They pointed to the 'costs' of technology, so readily overlooked. Increasing 
alienation, the irrationality of the whole process, and many other, specific factors. Nowadays 
when technology is assigned a 'decisive' role, it is once again a positive effect that is often be-
ing assumed. Thus alternative technology is seen as a lever that can help bring about a better, 
'humane' society. 
 
Proposals for technical solutions on a sensible scale (E. F. Schumacher—'small is beautiful',(1) 
I. Illich—'self-limitation'),(2) the desire for a holistic life, and, finally, the various ingredients of 
the discussion about 'limits to growth' are the basis from which the new scenario of a reform of 



72 

 

society through technology has evolved. Hosts of solar houses and windmills in a natural envi-
ronment that is largely untouched, free and happy individuals, all producing their own food, 
maintaining social relations based on solidarity, and no longer delegating the resolution of polit-
ical issues to vague central institutions but deciding for themselves competently and with gusto.   
 
 
Technology as a Bringer of Happiness? 
 
Despite all this, trying to capture the 'essence' of alternative technology in the concrete pro-
posals that are made in regard to processes and products is a hopeless undertaking. Wind-
powered generators, methane plants, compost toilets, solar heating, greenhouses, clay-building 
techniques, these examples, neither individually nor taken together denote anything definitively 
'alternative'. The concrete examples of alternative technology seem to be the aspects least 
suited to advancing the idea behind the concept. If one takes them, and the objectives referred 
to at the outset, literally, one runs up against some long-suspected impossibilities. Even very 
modest consumer-requirements in this society cannot be satisfied using craft-based skills 
alone. Craft-based productivity is too low to feed 'everyone', or to produce enough goods for 
exchange. In addition, the level of technical knowledge needed in order to get rid of the division 
of labour is still too high to be attained voluntarily by most people. And in any case, the 
achievement of community spirit and grass-roots democracy cannot be guaranteed 'by techno-
logical means', especially not by technologies that are labour-intensive and time-consuming. 
Decentralisation may indeed increase the political autonomy of 'small units', but it does not in-
crease the security of their supply and reserves at times of uncertainty. It is also questionable 
whether there is really a saving of resources when supply systems are decentralised on princi-
ple. In the field of energy, for example, reasonable pooling of energy production would be 
cheaper and more reliable than a rigorously decentralized system. 
 
Anyone expecting to find in alternative technology a doctrine of technology as the bringer of 
happiness actually finds only 'paper heroes'.(3) None of the technological proposals that have 
been propagated has, 'in and of itself', any socially innovative significance. And the list of pro-
posals as a whole turns out to be a catalogue of desires and contradictions. So should we say 
good riddance?  Should we call a halt to 'promises and illusions', as one plea, by O. Renn,(4)  
against the 'soft revolution' was entitled?  To do this would probably be to fundamentallty mis-
understand twenty  years of technological critique. Between simplistic designs on the one hand, 
and blithely utopian goals on the other, there lie two further elements. Firstly, an explanation of 
the contradications in alternative technology. Secondly, the value, in terms of knowledge 
gained, of attempting to further the critique of technology through positive arguments and ex-
amples. 
 
However one assesses the contributions of the pioneers of alternative ideas,(5) alternative 
technology is not so much a theory as the programme of a social movement. But what we are 
talking about here is not a movement unified in space, time, or the kinds of people it involves. It 
is a small, international, and very fragmented,in other words actually decentralised, movement 
of withdrawal that is looking for ways out of the unreasonable demands of highly technologised 
industrial society. The movement was backed by people who saw more sense in the argument 
'Change yourself to bring about change' than in the widespread habit of critically but passively 
'waiting and seeing' whether it would be the prophets of doom or the prophets of breakthrough 
who were proved right by future events.  'Of course' they were mainly people of a certain edu-
cational standard and belonging to the middle class. What had understandably prompted them 
was usually the disappointment of certain traditional hopes, in regard to their careers, for hap-
piness in relationships, for social progress, or for socialist revolution. And all the relevant exper-
iments expressed not only long-term goals but also the desire for very immediate satisfaction. 
For the experience of creativity and of nearness to nature. Also of pride at what one has pro-
duced, and a sense of community. Social opposition movements constantly come up against 
the problem of excessive expectations. Expectations which are by no means wilfully produced 
by those movements themselves but are brought to them from outside, by people who have a 
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positive desire for something other than the options which this society has 'on offer'. 
 
Thus the much-evoked but highly contradictory goals of alternative technology are, in the first 
place, nothing other than a catalogue of the concrete deficits of the industrial society. In other 
words the lack of options for a life with technology but without environmental damage, wastage 
of energy, high capital-requirements, job-stress and unemployment, intensive division of labour 
and specialisation, etc. It is incorrect to assume that all these unfulfilled demands are important 
to all people at the same time and to the same degree. Our society is markedly differentiated 
not only in its production-system but also in social conditions of life.  Fewer people than ever 
before share the same experiences, and therefore the same objectives. They do not seek the 
same path to the much sought after goal of an autonomous lifestyle that is based on solidarity 
and is in harmony with nature. 
 
What alternative technology offers in the way of a description of technology is thus no more and 
no less than a few selected offers designed to accommodate specialised needs in regard to 
opting-out. If you are bothered by your dependence on poor quality, industrially produced food, 
then try to grow your own fruit and vegetables or breed your own fish. If you do not want to con-
tribute to the 'need' for large-scale power-stations, then set up your own energy-supply, etc. 
One may quite rightly criticise the individualistic character of these kinds of answers to social 
problems, but there is one respect in which they are 'political': they express a different order of 
values, one in which particular — positive and negative — effects of the application of technol-
ogy are held to be highly significant. In simple terms the message would be that we want a 
technology that is environmentally and socially acceptable, even if it is not the cheapest. We 
would rather do without a certain amount of comfort and free time than be dependent on con-
tinued industrial wastage and destruction. Better to live more simply but more naturally than to 
work oneself to death in a blighted environment just to have a perfect home.  Strictly speaking, 
therefore, we are not talking about a utopian goal. What is at issue here is rather a concrete 
desire for 'kinds of work and technology that are geared to values and ethics, instead of being 
bound purely by the dictates of economic exploitation' (6). 
 
 
Not Every Problem has a Technological Solution 
 
Alternative technology's blueprint for society is a counter-vision to the rather gloomy pictures of 
progress associated with industrial capitalism and state socialism. However, in addition to the 
somewhat naïve reversal of technological determinism (in line with the slogan 'good technology 
creates a humane society'), one comes across some very dubious reasoning in the debate 
about alternative technology. 
 
We have long since lost control over technological development 
 
This means two things. Firstly, there is no force within society that is capable of directing the 
further development of technology in a way that is to its own long-term advantage. Even 
'capital' seems incapable of safeguarding the bases of industrial-capitalist production (in par-
ticular natural resources, markets, and 'appropriate' human motives) against the repercussions 
of 'its own' technology. Secondly, however, the social conflicts over technological issues do not 
seem to guarantee any 'reasonable' end-results either. This is because the growth in complexity 
of socio-technological systems has no counterpart in the form of a growing social ability to mas-
ter complexity. 
 
At the level of knowledge alone, so many specialist areas have developed that individual heads 
are no longer able to contain all the relevant angles on problems (or even the logic of the con-
trolling systems). Knowledge of how something functions (functional knowledge) is by no 
means the 'normal' starting-point for technical innovations. Such knowledge often lags quite a 
way behind knowledge about design and production. Knowledge about upkeep and repair 
(maintenance knowledge) is systematically split off from the kind of knowledge about practical 
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use which those working or using the devices have. And that which one could describe as ef-
fectual knowledge, that is to say knowledge about intended and unintended effects, besides 
becoming the critical factor, has been curiously split off and 'removed' from that which planners 
and designers think about. 
 
Alternative technology demands that the various divorced dimensions of knowledge be brought 
together again in the heads of 'normal' people, and not just in the heads of a few generalists.  
Since this is not possible at every level of technological development, the degree of complexity 
that has been reached must, in order to ensure democratic direction, be diminished. On no ac-
count are there to be any further increases in complexity. Such increases would 'surely' widen 
the gap between technological development and attempts at political regulation or control. And 
this gap or time-lag between the generation of problems and awareness of them is the most 
dangerous aspect of the whole process. It provides the leeway in which more complexity is 
created 'at the front line of development'. And the less able the powerful members of this socie-
ty are to direct developments in their own interests, the more emphatically they will reject social 
demands for control by pointing to the already dangerously high level of complexity. 
 
 
Technology is far more than just a 'tool' 
 
If one thinks only of tangible objects and physical effects, one has already lost the battle. Tech-
nology is an aspect of all social institutions, even the most private, indeed, it is the 'hardest' 
aspect. Technological rules and structures channel and 'order' people's dealings with each oth-
er, and they do so in a way that makes it easier for people to adapt their desires and interests 
to these very tough structures than to undertake to change them. In other words, to go beyond 
the limits of current options for action. Contrary to what was implied by the old belief in pro-
gress, technological innovations often destroy more opportunities than they create. For exam-
ple, once the 'radical monopoly' of private transport has established itself, people's social con-
tacts and dependencies inevitably become distributed over a considerably extended catchment-
area.(7) This means that the pedestrian 'system' of transport can no longer perform the same 
functions if motor traffic collapses. 
 
As a social institution, technology now bears more resemblance to language than to objects (a 
point established by D. Dickson).(8) and the effects it has via extensive causal chains (exten-
sive in concrete, temporal, and social terms) can no longer be traced back to intentional 
means-and-ends relationships. To this extent, alternative technology is right when it defines as 
progress every step that leads back towards as clear a means-ends relationship as is possible. 
Unless we are willing to engage in a kind of 'opting-out' into less technologised forms of living, 
we shall not be able to halt the technological self-colonisation of society. 'Going back' here 
means taking into account more factors than just immediate effectiveness and efficiency, and 
this includes, notably, helping establish ethical, participatory, communicative, aesthetic, and 
other criteria. 
 
 
Not every problem has a technological solution 
 
By the device of trying to see how the technological means required for living can be kept to a 
minimum, alternative technology attempts to avoid the trap of 'thinking exclusively 
technologically'. It 'knows' that the draw towards technological solutions to social problems (the 
so-called 'technological fix') is due less to an irrational love of technology than to a general de-
pendence on properly functioning job, product, and service markets. To this extent, alternative 
technology is doubly 'anti-capitalist'. In the first place, it voices the general doubt as to whether 
a particular concrete problem can really be solved by technological means alone. Thus, for ex-
ample, electronic surveillance-systems, which are a 'measure' of an actual need experienced 
by old people living on their own (if the toilet door has not moved for a time, for example, an 
alarm is set off) are not an acceptable alternative to the organisation of self-determined styles 
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of communal living. In the second place, the whole concept of alternative technology is under-
pinned by the notion of 'demarketisation', i.e. as many products and services as possible 
should be made or peformed by people themselves instead of being produced and sold as 
goods. Not least, it is assumed, because organising one's own work can be more satisfying 
than consuming a lot of things that one has bought with one's wages. The criteria which it is 
suggested should inform decision-making are therefore things like dispensability, the possibility 
of renunciation at a later date (reversibility), and, possibly, alternative (non-technological) ways 
of satisfying demands. 
 
 
New criteria for technological choice 
 
In alternative technology, the idea of a simpler way of life forms the basis for the choice of 
'appropriate' technologies. Because there is no single idea of a good and 'sensible' life that is 
valid for all people, the criterion of choosability, the desire for a 'technology geared to 
autonomy' plays a highly important role.(9) The issues here are those of the degree of freedom 
to organise oneself and the opening-up of options for action that were formerly inaccessible. 
And this applies not only in the 'initial' choice of technological facilities, but 'permanently', in 
their application. Since the actual uses to which the technology will be put are not to be decided 
once and for all, but are to remain open to variation, there is a curious leaning either towards 
very simple (e.g. handicraft) tools or else towards very modern machines (e.g. multi-purpose 
computer-aided machines). 
 
There is a tendency to rush to label criteria such as 'social usefulness', 'conviviality', or 
'autonomy' as springing from subjective whimsy. And indeed, it is not easy to discern the social-
ly innovative impulse at work in small, isolated projects, be it running your own energy-
production plant or having a greenhouse in your back yard. The impression one often gets is 
rather one of resignation and withdrawal. Nevertheless, the importance of an alternative tech-
nology embodied in practical measures must not be underestimated. It is in such measures that 
the much-evoked changes in social goals and values take concrete form. Anyone who merely 
bemoans the disunity of the experiments, the lack of 'objective' criteria of usefulness, or the low 
efficiency, is actually only demonstrating that there is indeed a conflict of values at work here. 
Within the framework of which order of values should rationality be defined?  What counts as 
profit, what as loss?  From the point of view of the 'techno-rebels', the economic calculus of 
efficiency is no less woolly or irrational. It takes for granted areas that can be exploited without 
putting anything back in economically (natural resources, quality of the environment, cultural 
assets, job-motivation), and it is unable to justify the extreme short-sightedness of usual calcu-
lations of cost-effectiveness.   
 
 
What criteria? 
 
What may be learned from the collection of ideas that make up alternative technology?  Begin-
ning with the familiar catalogues of features, one could make these politically practicable by 
'elaborating' them, for example as a list of criteria for technological choice. 'Elaborating' could 
mean: beginning by distancing oneself from assertions that are extremely ill-founded or all-too-
blithely taken for granted (e.g. 'Alternative Technology functions in any age abolishes the dis-
tinction between work and leisure, increases efficiency by being limited in scope, is safe against 
misuse, is democratic a. s. o. ').  
 
A second step could be to identify the most important features as varying dimensions of com-
plexity, and to do so in such a way as to bring out the differences between technologies that 
'master' and those that 'can be mastered'. A third and final step would be to classify what re-
mains, on the one hand according to criteria of ecological appropriateness, and on the other 
hand as a collection of examples of the application of additional, non-economic criteria for deci-
sion-making. Although a list that has been reduced and systematised in this way, and has had 
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one or two extra aspects added to it (like that of reversibility - see table 1 below)  provides a 
picture of the state of the debate about technological alternatives, it hardly constitutes adequate 
promotional literature for the historic idea of an alternative technology. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

DEER AT THE WORLD MARKET 

Left-wing economic policy and its problematic world-view 

 

Economic reform is the key concept of left-wing politics, its aim being to refashion society in 
accordance with certain social and ecological criteria. The concept itself, and its protagonists, 
have for some years been experiencing an insidious decline in credibility and in the power to 
command attention. The programmes of action of classical socialist economic policy, founded 
on planning and control, nationalisation and state employment, the creaming-off of profits and 
control on the movement of capital, now seem of little value, not just here at home and not be-
cause there is no need for an alternative economic policy. The phenomenon is a world-wide 
and cross-bloc one, and it has emerged despite the challenge of the neo-liberal programme of 
deregulation, despite awareness of the ecological crisis and of the unknown risks of biological 
and genetic engineering. 
 
The reason for this development is obvious, but the one-time partisans of a total renewal of 
society through economics, find it difficult to accept the facts. It is not the capitalist economy's 
proneness to crises, nor the unfair distribution of surplus production in wage gains and net in-
vestments, nor the alien nature of work and feelings of impotence at the work-place, nor pollu-
tion and the craters in the lignite-mining areas, nor contaminated baby-seals in the North Sea, 
nor the misery in over-indebted Third World countries. It is not any of these painfully familiar 
'by-products' of modern capitalism that determines the attitude of the wage-dependent to the 
issue of economic reform. It is a simple but omnipresent piece of calculus, namely that capital-
ism is a non-zero-sum game, not only in terms of economic growth, but as a global incentive-
structure engendering productive efficiency, needs, and innovations. Not only in terms of in-
creased output, increased consumption, and increased risks, but also in terms of an increased 
ability to learn and capacity to react vis-à-vis self-created risks. The chances of ecologising 
production do, it is true, seem slim overall, but they appear relatively favourable where competi-
tive democracy and market competition occur together. 
 
The consequences, however, appear paradoxical. In the Soviet Union, even the leadership's 
conservative majority has to bank on 'perestroika', because, despite years of propagating ene-
my images, of patriotic emotionalism, and of a political process cut off from the outside world, 
they have not managed to uncouple the population's consumer desires ideas on lifestyle from 
the Western 'paradigms'. At every point in the West where some need for modernisation is still 
deemed to exist, whether this be in France, Italy, Portugal, or Spain, left-wing parties have long 
since developed their own programmes of deregulation, in accordance with the motto 'First 
produce more profitably, then you can distribute more equitably'.(1) 
 
If there is a tendency at odd points in the Federal Republic, in certain sections of the SPD, the 
unions, and the Greens, to 'rest on laurels' and adhere to what is left of the socialist economic 
programme, this is due to two all too readily repressed facts. First, that the economy of the 
Federal Republic (the third-strongest industrial nation in the global economy) is largely free of 
worries about modernisation. Secondly, that in order to ensure the proper functioning of a func-
tionally differentiated society, it is perfectly sufficient if only those who are able to exercise real 
influence on things, bankers, managers, wage-negotiators, mechanical engineers, car-workers, 
and so on, pay close attention to what is happening. 
 
Incitements to left-wing politicians to indulge in a luxuriant misinterpretation of the global eco-
nomic framework for action are nowhere as great as in the Federal Republic. If this remains so, 
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it is unlikely that left-wing political demands (ranging from the Greens' Reconstruction Pro-
gramme to the SPD's Irsee draft manifesto) will have any significant, let alone desirable, influ-
ence on the process of economic change. In future, the questions at issue will not be practical 
ones such as 'What sort of measures must be taken to counter soil-pollution', which up to now 
have been used to disguise the lack of any guiding concepts. The central question will be one 
relating to reform policy. Namely, how is an intentional reshaping of society possible when one 
knows that most acute situations of danger are the unintended products of deliberate actions, 
whether short-sighted and egoistic or well-intentioned and idealistic? 
 
The range of measures which the material situation imposes on us in regard to our handling of 
air, water, soil, and waste stands in need of expansion and clarification, and this will have to be 
done mainly by experts.  The protagonists of reform, meanwhile, having for several years acted 
as forums for environmental issues and citizens' initiatives, will now once again be confronted 
with the problems relating to their own sphere of action. Notably that of how what is acknowl-
edged to be necessary can be translated into reality. What order of priorities is necessary to 
performing that translation. The old economic world-views provide no answers here. The advice 
offered by supposed specialists, professional moral philosophers, 'new age' sermonisers, wel-
fare-state technocrats, or crisis-exploiters, who have all made their proclamations of impending 
economic crisis into cornerstones of their own identity, contain all sorts of what would be'true' 
hypotheses if only one single approach prevailed. They offer no clues about how to deal with a 
plurality of contradictory doctrines of salvation. 
 
'Economics' is a universal theme, about which no one can say everything. This paper too has 
its lacunae, it does not provide an instant recipe for an economic boom in the Ruhr. It contains 
no proclamation of the true principles of ecological production, and the author is not about to 
reveal what form of business enterprise,joint-stock company, co-operative, mining association, 
small business, state owned concern, or self-managed collective, he considers to be the finest. 
There are experts whose task it is to settle questions of this kind, experts whose jobs must not 
be wantonly put in jeopardy, actionists, aesthetes, preachers, and mystics. 
 
 
Visions of Capital 
 
If one does not wish to follow the traditional line of rhetoric which begins by stating that eco-
nomic power is the nucleus of all evil but goes on to say that it can only be overcome 
'historically', not politically, a conceptual clarification is called for. Namely, differences in eco-
nomic power should be viewed as unequal opportunities to counter unwanted effects. Effects 
generated by risky action taken through and in a complex partial system of society, that is to 
say 'the economy'. That system's complexity is as 'great' as it is inter-alia because the choice of 
types of intervention (within the national framework) is disproportionately small in comparison 
with the global range of effects which those acting can produce and on which they must reckon. 
This complexity can be understood correctly only when one realises that 'everything' for the 
sake of which change is being sought. Namely, our social and cultural conditions of life, de-
pends on the continued functioning of the system which is to be subjected to pressure for 
change. As far as our conditions of life, and what happens to them, are concerned, 'capital' 
does indeed play a central and 'powerful' role. It does this not so much by prescribing what is to 
be done, but by its ability to react extremely sensitively and disagreeably to any schemes for 
change. 
 
The relationship between economy and society may be described by means of three different 
concepts of capital. Capital as the steamroller, which flattens everything before it. Capital as the 
'chronically sick father, to whom all members of the family must show special consideration'(2). 
Finally, capital as a shy deer. As far as highly developed industrial societies are concerned, the 
first concept of capital lost all meaning decades ago. These societies have been thoroughly 
capitalised. Only the world-view underlying traditional concepts of reform is still completely 
geared to it, with its tools of dynamite and anti-tank blockades. The preconditions for useing 
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these tools have disappeared. There are no forms of existence independent of capital which 
could be used as a base from which to initiate a promising defence, let alone an attack. Even 
agriculture has now put its pre-industrial phase behind it. Capitalist conditions of production 
unfortunately no longer constitute a constraint on, but are rather a condition of, the material and 
social satisfaction of needs. 
 
Nowadays, economic policy must be elaborated within the interpretive framework set by the 
two other concepts of capital, in other words, the sick father and the shy deer. Each dislikes the 
other. The latter wants to graze only where there is no whiff of the moribund, and roast venison 
is not the speciality of the house. To the extent that it has to strike a balance between ailing, 
moribund structures and 'new' structures, economic policy is like a prayer to the gods to send a 
lot of rain (e.g. innovations) but on no account to send a flood. What economic policy must first 
do, therefore, before setting any material or social goals, is to adjust itself to two underlying 
conditions. Firstly, the dependence of the whole of society on the proper functioning of capital 
investment as a system of employment and a source of taxable income. Secondly the varied 
nature of businesses and branches of industry, a variety that must be deemed to be much 
greater than the terminology which the social sciences (and in particular industrial sociology) 
offer as a means of describing them. That terminology comes nowhere near embracing the 
extensive differentiation that may be observed in economic phenomena, in terms of size, or-
ganisational structure, management styles, strategies of innovation, types of product, produc-
tion techniques, market-power on buying and selling-markets, manpower requirements, de-
pendence on the world market, and so on. The terminology which we commonly use is appro-
priate to the level of differentiation and industrialisation of the 1950s. What we call the economy 
or capitalism today has outstripped the yardsticks of the Erhardt era, not only in regard to the 
degree of interweaving and the problems this brings, but also in regard to sensitivity and the 
ability to adjust.   
 
Mutual dependencies have become universal and telephonically swift. The economy must now 
be thought of as a system, which means no longer counting on the reversibility of causes, since 
there is no longer any stable linear causal chain. Systematic removal of causes would, in most 
cases, lead to a worsening of effects, anyone attempting to 'claw back' the (temporary) ad-
vantages derived by capital from unemployment would cause more unemployment. The ques-
tion of whether state employment programmes are feasible and effective, whether companies 
can be attracted to invest in Leer rather than in Rosenheim, no longer depends only on the rate 
of inflation or demand 'on site'. It also depends on interest rates in the USA, on the trade-policy 
of the MITI in Japan, on the extent of the SDI programme, and on the development of consum-
er demands that can be satisfied at favourable cost only by the electronics industry of the Far 
East (3). Such dependencies cannot be dealt with by shutting one's eyes to them or by wishful 
thinking and utopian fantasies. 
 
When reality no longer fits into one's familiar world-view, it may be emotionally satisfying to 
seek a radical 'solution' in the making of 'demands'. Capitalism, however,is much less anodyne 
than it is depicted as being by those who believe that it is the appropriate addressee for 'critical 
demands', and that, given the 'correct' awareness, it can be 'got over' in either step-by-step or 
long-jump fashion. Moreover, 'it' is not a spine-chilling cellar but an indispensable heating-
system that warms and at the same time threatens to explode. 'It' is not a course of develop-
ment that one has to pace out, but a yardstick of development that stands in need of replace-
ment. The dependencies that are created in and by it are so tough that those who are familiar 
with them, be they managers, politicians, or simply share-owners, look with amusement on any 
frontal attacks made on them. Titles to capital interests may change their owners as a result of 
stock-market crashes or expropriation, but anti-system rhetoric has no effect on the systemic 
links that bind them together. Such rhetoric demonstrates that there is no danger of any 
change, because those seeking change merely reveal their ignorance when they propose goals 
such as increased income from taxes, increased borrowing, full employment with higher unit 
wage-costs, or ecological production through the diminution of the capacity for innovation. 
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Worn-out Fetishes 
 
In comparison with the explosive mixture of power and complexity which constitutes the eco-
nomic system, the terms 'market' and 'state' (or 'organisation') appear decidedly under-
complex. At best they are idealising abstractions. The use of market mechanisms, in the sense 
of the weighing-up of alternative costs and profits, is common practice throughout the real 
world, even within organised structures. Equally, successful market-operations are inconceiva-
ble without organisational preconditions, without techniques of risk-limitation and provision for 
innovation. If price-bargaining on spot-markets were the wisest thing going, companies would 
not hesitate to refound themselves every week, with new employees and different machines, 
and on different sites. However, because market-operation and organisational operation each 
involve too great risks in regard to efficiency, and very high informational and transactional 
costs, one finds them occurring either as mutual preconditions or as a systematic mixture. 'In 
themselves' they are neither good nor bad, neither 'industrial' nor 'ecological'. Their social ef-
fects depend on underlying political conditions and on the nature of their links with social institu-
tions (education system, job market, social security). 
 
Anyone who considers the differences between operation on market principles and operation 
on organisational principles to be decisive should try to imagine where the sources of the re-
spective guiding rationales which he assumes lie behind these are located. In the case of the 
market, there is a constant process of adjustment of economic action to ambient conditions 
(prices and quantities), which are no more than 'snapshots' of the aggregate effects of various 
operations. This might mean prices, as determined by the impotence of the unions in South 
Korea and the correspondingly low unit wage-costs there, or it might be the level of oil output 
currently opted for by Saudi Arabia as a compromise between budget, and cartel-related con-
siderations. Whether such ambient conditions are regarded as 'reasonable', either in respect of 
their origins or of the uses to which they are put, as a yardstick for action, action for which the 
company alone must answer, is an empirical question, not a question of principle. In the case of 
the organisation mechanism (including state regulation), the 'reasonableness' of the results is 
determined by political negotiation. This depends on the interests, scope for action, and cogni-
tive faculties of those involved. Do they have sufficient understanding of their own interests, of 
the social and economic environment, and of changes in the latter to be able to bring about 
intended results?  Are they able to fall back on other alternatives for action which do not call for 
co-ordination and which thus put them in a position of 'power' vis-à-vis those partners who are 
dependent on co-operation? Whether market-based or organisationally based interventions are 
'better' for tackling a particular problem is always solely a practical question, the answer to 
which must embrace much more than mere economic circumstances and consideration of prin-
ciples. 
 
In the type of politics that is geared to decision-making (rather than being purely rhetorical), 
'market' and 'state' have long since ceased to be real alternatives. They have become mere 
ciphers, used by protagonists as a way of assigning themselves and others to categories based 
on opposing economic world-views. In this symbolic sense, 'market' means that indispensable 
intervention in the economic process occurs in the knowledge of the importance of market 
competition and of the autonomy of individual businesses. The market's efficiency in allocation 
and its motive force in innovation are to be guaranteed. The decisive feature, however, is that a 
champion of the market who is conducting economic policy is viewed by investors as being 
'self-controlled'. It is assumed that he knows when and where to desist from political interven-
tion. This is what gives liberals and conservatives their advantage in economic politics, not the 
receipt of slush money or the pledging of personal capital but the well-founded expectation that 
the signals that warn against or block too great a degree of interventionism will be read correct-
ly and in good time. An economy completely free of state involvement, in line with the textbook 
principles of neo-classical market-doctrine, is by no means the vision preferred by business. 
Though the traditional world-view, which was geared to the 'patriotic' national economy and 
regarded external trade as a secondary factor, is currently being replaced by an awareness of 
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global economic interactions and of the dependence of individual businesses on the fate of 
world markets. This only implies a shift in the level of arrangements (e.g. from 'national capital' 
to local conditions for businesses financed from whatever source), it does not imply a shift in 
the status of any principles (for example, from 'state' to 'market').   
 
The 'state' cipher, on the other hand, signifies recognition of the social costs that arise when 
monetary calculus takes priority, when 'non-goods' such as nature and manpower are subordi-
nated to market conditions. Consistently with this, political will aims at setting up framework 
arrangements that limit and compensate for these tendencies. No matter how many well-
intentioned pro-market protestations accompany this action, investors assume that once inter-
ventionists (e.g. in the SPD and the Greens) have set foot on the path of intervention, they will, 
if they feel they are being successful, continue along it. One should note that in a non-linear 
system such as the economy, ascribing success in a causal manner, and concluding that dupli-
cation is possible, are indeed problematic approaches. There is some truth in the assumption 
that anyone who has adopted intervention as a principle has misunderstood his own position 
and will be inclined to intervene more frequently, more radically, and more daringly the more 
successes he ascribes to himself. In the world-view of the investors, state intervention is seen 
as a drug, whose use by its addicts they frown on. Hence, only those who spot the warning-
signals and limits can count on any kind of understanding for intervention. Liberals could do 
more than they want, whereas to have to not do what one really wants to do, in order to be 
successful (!) is the classic dilemma which social democratic economic policy always has to 
face. 
 
That something as complex as the economy continues to be debated in such simplistic terms 
as 'market' and 'state', despite the fact that any intervention carried out in strict accordance with 
the relevant principles would provoke an economic disaster, is an indication of the highly devel-
oped functional division of society. Also of the way in which discourses that are meaningful (and 
help establish group identity) become detached from real problems and functional relations. 
Politics and economics, and science and politics are much less closely related than their pro-
tagonists make them out to be, and furthermore they are fragmented into numerous self-
referential discussions. This may be demonstrated by two simple observations. First, there is 
the continuing misconception that the external dependence of an open economy can be meas-
ured largely by the actual flow of trade over its borders, without taking into account how much 
more of a threat imports would constitute to internally consumed production if that production 
were not also generated in large measure in a way that comes up to the standards of the world 
market. In other words in an internationally competitive manner. Secondly, demands are made, 
and presented as instant remedies, for things like drastic reductions in working-hours or the 
imposition of taxes on resources, without its being noticed that the desired effects in terms of 
influencing the course of things would be accompanied by massive structural effects on a scale 
that would relegate the protests of the Rheinhausen steelworkers to the 'News in Brief' column. 
 
 
Problems with Protagonists 
 
When left-wing attempts at intervention fail, or else are not undertaken at all for fear of failure, 
this is generally due to two non-related factors. Firstly, the great sensitivity and resistance of 
businesses to any attempts at direction. Secondly, the inherent limits of the political capacity to 
direct. 
 
1. The resistance of the economy to attempts at direction does have to do with power, but not in 
the sense that left-wing politics is too frightened to issue orders or establish incentives (as if it 
did not know how much the state needs tax-income and a high level of employment). It is more 
that flourishing businesses which are a rich source of jobs and taxes generally have several 
alternatives open to them in regard to their future development and choose between these ac-
cording to ambient political conditions as well.(4) In fact, it is only economically weak business-
es struggling at the edge of competitvity which are obliged to respond to political intervention, 
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because they suffer from a lack of capacity for investment and innovation. Innovative, interna-
tionally competitive businesses which determine, rather than suffer, structural change can af-
ford to ignore the aims of political intervention. They initially simply pay the higher interest-rates 
or taxes (which may be the price for subsidising areas of business that are in trouble), whilst 
planning their next tax or labour-saving investment-programme, their next take-overs or mer-
gers, their next relocation or transfer of capital. They do this in the knowledge that politics can 
only act for so long in a manner that runs counter to those demands and expectations of the 
voters which can only be satisfied by internationally competitive production. The superior power 
of 'powerful' businesses rests primarily on the asymmetrical dependence of society on a flour-
ishing economy, and not on corruption and bribery (though the latter may help reconcile politi-
cians to their sorry role). If politicians wish to manipulate the dependence of the state on the 
economy in particular directions, they must ensure that there are sufficient profitable areas from 
which to cream off the money needed to finance that manipulation. 
 
2. The inability of politics to engage in directive action on a long-term rational basis is due to 
more than just the resistance of businesses to direction. Internal problems relating to function 
and co-ordination prevent parties, trade unions, and social movements from developing pro-
grammes of action that are both attractive and appropriate to reality. In functionally differentiat-
ed society, with its multiplicity of self-referential discourses, organisations that are dependent on 
voluntary membership face almost insurmountable problems in terms of being simultaneously 
big and effective as well as integrated and intelligent, and capable both of survival and of strat-
egy. If their programmes of action did justice to the true complexity of society, they would no 
longer be suitable as slogans for securing approval and support. The political protagonists of 
the present are, without exception, internally incapable of strategy in the strict sense of the 
term. The most they can do is point to attractive destinations, but in the interests of self-
preservation they must refrain from calling on people to make the journey there. Because none 
of the pressing problems in the areas of work, social security, and ecology can be solved with-
out difficult structural and institutional changes, and these changes in some cases involve in-
creased costs and risks. The big Volksparteien, are incapable of putting any strategies of re-
form into practice. In the battle to secure votes they tend either to make the position of the gov-
ernment out to be better than it is, or if they are in opposition to promise the impossible.(5) 
 
The problems faced by trade unions and social movements are much the same. But they are 
made even worse by the fact that the effectiveness of such bodies depends directly on the ac-
tion of the members themselves, on their readiness to engage in strikes or demonstrations. 
This presupposes a minimum level of commonality in the interpretation of situations, in other 
words a collective consciousness that is all the more unlikely to emerge the more variation 
there is in people's social conditions, experiences, and world-views. One consequence of such 
variation is, for example, the ability of trade unions to chalk up such ambivalent 'successes' as 
the reduction of working-hours through the sacrifice of flexible working-time. Or the habit of 
styling the objectives of social struggles as 'goals in themselves' (e.g. 'immediate opting-out'), 
which may result in the temporary preservation of group identity and by tinting all glasses the 
same colour. Another sorry piece of evidence is the reaction to the (inadequately worked-out) 
proposals put forward by Oskar Lafontaine (leader of the SPD). In order to distract attention 
from the question of how more unemployed people could be provided with jobs through reduc-
tions in working-hours, a question that is currently a source of stress and provocation to the 
unions, a popular front was finally formed, stretching from Rappe to Ebermann. 
 
Using the rhetoric of radical class-conflict, this front succeeded in retranslating the unions' 
(comprehensible) self-imposed decision to represent only those interests that were capable of 
strike action (in other words those in work) into a struggle on behalf of 'the unemployed', there-
by managing to get the 'the two thirds society' organised from the left. ('two-thirds society', is a 
term coined by left-wing social democrats to describe the results of conservative social and 
economic policy, which they see as marginalizing one-third of society.) Instead of there finally 
being a move to start up the debate about what social policies might be introduced to replace 
patchy wage bargaining solidarity, the unemployed were cynically referred to the 'solidary con-
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tribution of the employers' (6), in other words to the adversary in the conflict.   
 
If, despite this, one forces oneself to take a dispassionate view, and approaches the issue from 
a different perspective, one sees that 'left-wing' thought has inherited two tendencies from the 
socialist tradition of the workers' movement which may have gone together in former times but 
do not do so any longer. The first is to identify and seek to achieve that which, in the light of a 
careful analysis of the situation, appears to be realisable. The second is to 'demand' that which 
the collective consciousness deems to be just. Until the world became thoroughly capitalised, 
these two things were one and the same, namely political recognition, democratic freedom, 
social security, and the shared utopia that was the goal of socialism. Nowadays, a decision in 
favour of realistic strategies signifies the rejection of old interpretive models, although such 
models may still function as symbols of left-wing group-identity. The traditional combinations of 
programme and identity are no use as a potential for action or for threat. They are no more than 
tokens of the tribalisation of left-wing politics. Yet the realisation that left-wing models of inter-
pretation were once in conformity with reality, before that conformity disappeared, does perhaps 
contain an element of hope. There could once again be something in the nature of a corre-
spondence between the diagnosis of reality and the aspirations of society in regard to shaping 
itself, provided social change were not too stormy, and also that loyalties to the nineteenth cen-
tury could be limited and the intellectual clear-up operation accelerated. In such a case, the 
following observations could be read as a kind of investment contribution. 
 
 
Myths about Control 
 
It appears to have become established practice, in the review sections of newspapers, to see 
the survival of society as dependent on changes in values or on increasing 'new age' con-
sciousness. In other words on the straightforward replacement of older generations by younger 
ones. If this is the the case it is merely one variant of a subcultural misconception, namely that 
one's own thinking foreshadows the way in which 'everyone' will, sooner or later, also have to to 
think. Where so many different interpretations of reality exist side by side without prejudice to 
each other, new ways of thinking do not spread like wildfire. They find their niche, and that is 
that. Society has long since adapted to variation in ways of thinking and is able to offer almost 
every kind of 'otherness' an adequate space somewhere between the health-food co-op and 
Harrods. What is lacking is not appeals to think 'differently', but the underlying conditions need-
ed to be able to act 'differently', namely obvious individual and collective advantages in adopt-
ing ecological methods of production and life-styles that can be practised, standardised, repro-
duced, and exported with the accent on whatever way of life  one chooses. Finding a way to 
organise this is the peculiar problem of 'systemic' strategies of reform.   
 
However, the agenda for debates about reform are being determined by other issues, the im-
portance of which seems greatly overestimated. Thus a number of people besides Green 
'reconstruction' experts are expecting far too great a degree of benefit from the spread of 'open' 
decision-making processes,in reconstruction committees, ecological councils, economic and 
social councils, and so on. There are plans to extend corporate-style negotiating bodies, of 
which ample use is already being made, by the addition of representatives of affected groups. 
But however homely the motley picture of the student, knitting-needles in hand, sitting next to 
the chain-smoking female worker, the class-conscious union official, the anxious capitalist, the 
representative of a pharmacists' association, and the wildlife boffin may seem, one has to as-
sume that such a set-up will lead to a great damping-down of responsibility and motivation. In a 
situation where no one is forced, by common working ties, to understand the interests of the 
others, each will try to hitch a free ride, deriving some profit for himself in return for as little input 
as possible. Any kind of confrontation between supporters of opposing but mutually dependent 
interests is more frutiful. 
 
Mutually dependent interests may give rise to co-operation, but this alone cannot guarantee 
outcomes that seem reasonable to concerned outsiders as well. The fact that the de facto 
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growth-based coalition (or better still, co-productivity) of labour and capital has had disastrous 
ecological consequences is due not to the co-operation aspect but to the lack of fall-back op-
tions. In other words to the specific vulnerability of the workforce to blackmail, because it has 
no alternative to paid labour. The crux of the discourses inspired by verbal radicalism lies in the 
fact that the alternatives of an egalitarian distribution policy, of a guaranteed basic income, or of 
a collective employment fund (to help those who suffer as a result of the structural changes in 
industry) degenerate into objects of aesthetic appraisal, of emotional self-confirmation, and of 
the expression of identity. All within the framework of a strictly conflictual semantics, of course. 
 
The advantages of global participation, meanwhile, are quite different. Firstly, they make it pos-
sible to block specific issues, because it is relatively easy to create an ad hoc negative coalition 
in order to counter disagreeable proposals. Secondly, they make it possible to put off decisions, 
for example, in order to reduce social complexity by slowing down the rate of social change. 
These are therefore primarily recipes for stabilising a worthwhile status quo in a far-off time 
when things are finally running 'as they should be'.(7) 
 
Too much hope is also placed on the possibility of extending the range of economic organisa-
tions by the addition of a few, more or less agreeable forms of organisation. Self-managed en-
terprises, co-operatives, nationalised branches of industry. A change in ownership gives no 
indication of whether the business concerned will help reduce the dependence of producers on 
the market, or devote its profits to the creation of a future 'moral economy', in which the social 
costs of production will be included in the calculations. Yet these are the requirements which 
should be met by every applicant for state subsidies, whatever the structure of ownership may 
be. 
 
 
Kicking the Habit 
 
A capitalist economy on which all conditions of existence and forms of security depend, should 
be viewed as a severe form of addiction. Sudden withdrawal is just as likely to lead to demise 
as is the unbridled continuation of the habit. Gradual weaning is the only option, with many 
types of substitute drugs being called for. Instead of starting off from the idea of redesigning 
'society' in accordance with the 'correct' principles, or of recommending past utopias to future 
generations. What we need are mechanisms which generate self-motivated social change and 
keep that change in motion. For this, one should, all due reservations having been made in 
regard to risky analogies, imagine a kind of social evolution. If choices are to be made with a 
view to conforming to social and ecological requirements, we should begin by ensuring that 
there is greater variety in the relevant phenomena. Given the right circumstances, a positive 
selection may then be made (i.e. the right production policy), in order to ensure that particular 
things are produced in particular ways. In the main, however, the selection, given that it needs 
variety as a basis, must be restricted to excluding the undesirable. The third evolutionary 
mechanism, namely preservation, would then mean enabling the organisations that make up 
the economy to engage in rapid and efficient self-corrective procedures, with the proviso that 
these organisations would be compelled to act, once they had realised which criteria of ecolog-
ical and social acceptability they were infringing. On this point, I should like to make six further 
observations. 
 
1. It is better to tolerate the de facto independence of the economy from politics rather than to 
try to replace it with direct control, which would be highly risky. This is the 'systemic' reasoning 
behind a further decoupling of income distribution from the employment system, for example, 
by means of a guaranteed basic income. In this way, politics would also attain greater autono-
my vis-à-vis the economy and would be able to intervene without being hamstrung, as it is to-
day, by the whole employment issue. If it were left up to businesses to decide how to satisfy 
ecological requirements, one could expect politics to react more rapidly to new knowledge 
about problems, and businesses to be more ready to adapt than if employment issues and ob-
ligations in regard to production processes were involved. The variety of types of business, 
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branches of industry, economic climate, and strategies of innovation could be exploited to facili-
tate adaptation, instead of operating as a barrier, as they do in the case of highly generalised 
strategies of intervention. 
 
2. The guiding principle would thus be a politics of 'management by exception', which avoids 
being caught in a spiralling need for intervention brought about by intervention itself. The crite-
rion of success for such a politics would be that it caused businesses to internalise, in ways that 
are appropriate and differ from case to case, the social costs to which they contribute, without 
unnecessarily jeopardising their position on the markets. Besides being implementable at any 
time, a series of specific regulations would also galvanise the framework of expectations of the 
businesses themselves. They would know 'for certain' that in future, environmental criteria 
would count for more and more. Taking correct decisions would then mean being able to reckon 
on fewer and fewer opportunities for externalisation, and, in the interests of the company, turn-
ing designers and marketing strategists into agents for the ecologisation of production. 
 
3. Like natural evolution, this economic strategy would justify itself not in terms of some sup-
posed 'ultimate goal' but in terms of the adaptability and simultaneity of a number of different 
routes. One motive factor would be the exploitation of favourable opportunities, the ability to 
'take off'. Incentives would be set which encouraged adaptability rather than rigidity, the ability 
to (un)learn rather than traditionalism, sensitivity rather than impregnability, flexibility rather than 
intransigence. One cannot yet assess what intellectual innovations and practical opportunities 
would result from such a shift in political perspective. One test-case would be, for example, the 
use of the next energy-price increase to move over to an infrastructure based on energy-
saving. 
 
4. A purposeful approach to system complexity implies that problems as a rule are not solved at 
the point at which they arise, nor even at the point at which they are identified, but rather at the 
point where they are amenable to treatment. This means that not every economic problem can 
be solved economically. Where the existence of businesses is tied more to the global economic 
situation than to regional requirements, solutions will increasingly have to be sought in the 
realm of social policy. 
 
It also means that tracing things back along causal chains will lead to solutions only in lucky 
circumstances, that is to say where the rare case of reversibility applies. This is the reason why, 
for example, the causative principle is inappropriate as a reaction to the many, 'synergetic' 
problems related to the environment. Whereas a drastic extension of liability (in particular the 
principle of strict liability) promises to be effective in that it links risks back from the area of their 
conceivable occurrence to their potential originators and shifts the latter's self-interest in the 
direction of avoiding incalculable risks (a feature that would be thwarted, for example, by a 
generalised obligation to insure, given the 'free ride' motive). 
 
5. At the same time, one should do away with the expectation that solutions to large and com-
plex problems must be equally 'large' and complex. Such assumptions spring more from our 
instincts than from the capacity for abstract analysis which, to be sure, is one cause of the 
whole mess but which should not be got rid of until we have made good some of the damage 
caused. Of course, ecologising production methods and life-styles involves the undogmatic use 
of the whole, overrated, range of tools associated with an ecologically-based economy, from 
the decrees and prohibitions beloved of the left to the right's favoured instrument of putting a 
price on air and waste. As much more attention must be paid to the effect these tools have on 
the adaptability and capacity for innovation of the 'objects of control' as to their direct ecological 
consequences. Whether one likes it or not, the most creative forms of organisation by far in this 
society are market-dependent enterprises, not political parties, ministries, or research institutes. 
Steering these enterprises' capacity for self-direction on to a socially desirable course means 
investigating and testing out alternatives for production precisely at those points where avoid-
ance of damage, as well as the shifting-back of risks, is economically profitable and where an 
intimate knowledge of the technical/functional alternatives coincides with a capacity for innova-
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tion. The task of politics would then be to fix responsibility, target-requirements, and timetables. 
Leaving companies to choose the way in which they can adapt is unfortunately regarded by 
many a moral aesthete as too simple a mechanism. For complex problems they prefer complex 
solutions. 
 
6. Another set of approaches that is suspected of not being complex enough to be recognised 
as system-transcendant is that involving the securing of certain rights for workers who wish to 
talk about risks associated with company operations without jeopardising their jobs, the right to 
raise an issue, to register an objection, or to withhold labour. Such measures would make pos-
sible the proper settlement of conflicts over ecological and health risks which would otherwise 
remain hidden under the cloak of workplace 'togetherness', since at present it is the worker who 
considers his own health interests or the risks to everyone in general who is regarded as the 
daft one. The same dilemma over the collective good is at work here as in the case of motor-
way speeding in foggy weather. A single individual wanting to be 'sensible' and driving at 30 km 
per hour while the juggernaut pilots whizz along behind him at 100, is endangering himself and 
others. In contrast, safeguards in regard to 'publicising' awareness of the risks involved in com-
pany operations might set a process in motion whereby the criteria for assessing 'correct' eco-
nomic management would tighten up, as it were, of themselves. The logic of a weaning strate-
gy based on 'learning about the system' does not fit in with the classical understanding of re-
form, which is a product of 'steamroller' capitalism and knows only about armour-piercing 
weapons and euthanasia. The steamroller has now stopped rolling, having flattened the very 
last corner of society. Capital, that ailing father looking for nourishment and mothering, has left 
no legacy out of which we might fashion something better. As for keeping deer at the world 
market whilst avoiding 'venison addiction', the old left-wing recipes, for their part, are about as 
useful as a collection of drunken drovers. 
 
 
Post-capitalism? 
 
What is generally an unconscious choice of world-view in economic policy determines the 
chances of success of attempts to 'ecologise' the economy and society. Ecologically based 
economic policy will get under way only when it works up its own momentum. There are too 
many essential starting-points and important decisions for central co-ordination and direction to 
work. What is important is that there soon be some practical successes which provoke certain 
demands, with these demands in their turn providing the yardsticks for politically determined 
goals and, as such, helping to fix the framework of action of the economic protagonists. Such a 
spiral of demand depends on the existence of economic organisations that learn through expe-
rience and are competent to adjust their own course. The change would acquire dynamism in 
that the expectation of further change according to the same criteria would become part of the 
normal social process. The fact that most tax-payers fill in their tax-returns truthfully, or that 
teachers take care to ensure their pupils' success (although they are not on piece-rates, as are, 
for example, doctors), this kind of thing does not depend on controls and the threat of penalties, 
but on norms that have become accepted as self-evident and established as a 'group ethic'. 
The idea of investing radical political commitment in, of all things,  the establishment of 
'normality' may at first sight appear absurd. Such a move would, however, draw a hopeful les-
son from an almost hopeless situation, one that has long since developed immunity to tradi-
tional antidotes. 
 
Let us imagine that over the next ten years some wheeling and dealing among political parties, 
backed up by joint blockades and protests by environmental groups and social movements, 
might lead to the weaving together of a security net made up of extended workers' rights, em-
ployment funds, and a guaranteed basic income, as well as a few material and moral success-
es in the field of environmental commitment. Then the play for a self-fashioned society could 
begin in earnest. With this in view, should we not confidently leave it to the historians of the 
future to decide in which year they think the term 'capitalism' ceased to be appropriate as a 
characterisation of events?
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Notes 
 
1 This is why, for example, the Italian communists are in favour of flexible working-hours that fit 
in with company requirements. 
2 Uwe Schimank, Neoromantischer Protest in Spätkapitalismus, p. 14, Bielefeld: AJZ-Verlag, 
1983.  
3 Fritz W.Scharpf, Sozialdemokratische Krisenpolitik in Europa, Frankfurt/M., New York: Cam-
pus Verlag, 1987. 
4 The strategic environment in which companies find themselves, characterised as it is by un-
certainty, contradicts the assumption of classical Marxist economics according to which, in rela-
tion to the exploitation of capital, there is only one route leading to maximum advantage, and 
that this route will inevietably be followed by brainless puppets until they eventually fall into a 
political trap. 
5 Until the Greens' regressive and narrow minded turn around, it was believed that this was 
where the strategic advantage lay for a small party, since such a party has a greater capacity 
for analysis and for the development of new ideas that the 'bigger' parties, and knows how to 
exploit the latters's power calculations in order to secure a disproportionate degree of political 
influence. 
6 IG Metall, 'Was die Metall Oskar Lafontaine vorrechnet und vorhält - Das Positionspapier der 
Gewerkschaft', Frankfurter Rundschau, 6th & 7th April 1988. 
7 An excellent example of this is the corporatist Concerted Action in the health service , if 
looked at from the "appropriate" angle, i.e. that of doctors and industry.  
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CHAPTER 7 

 

ECOLOGICAL CONSUMPTION 

A Generalised Interest With No Mobilising Force? 

 

At the start of the 1970s, when there began to be talk about the 'limits to growth' , awareness of 
ecological problems was restricted to a small number of experts. Now, twenty years on, there is 
an incomparably greater, socially universalised sensitivity to the dangers that menace the ba-
ses of our life.(1)   Just as striking as this process of learning is the increase that has simulta-
neously taken place in the extent of the ecological problem, that is to say, the growth in pollu-
tion of water, soil, and air. Far-reaching in its effects and in many cases already irreversible. 
There have been changes in climatic factors and in the atmosphere,( for example, depletion of 
the the ozone layer), which were produced a considerable time ago but only became 
'noticeable' after a long time-lag. There has been a loss of variety in natural species. There are 
new dangers involving  genetic variation and experimentation. These problems combine with 
our feelings of loss of various aesthetic qualities associated with nature. Ecological awareness 
lags behind its causes. The discrepancy between the action that would 'really' be required for a 
prompt prevention of damage and actual readiness to act is still increasing. Or, to put it 
'positively': only after the loss of further guarantees of life and of pleasure in life  will the gap 
between the need for action and intention to act be closed.  And this will be not so much be-
cause of what one hopes will be a better-developed ecological awareness, but because the 
number of actions that are still worth undertaking is rapidly declining on account of the irre-
versible nature of many ecological changes. 
 
If one does not wish to confine oneself to describing trends and painting scenarios of catastro-
phes, whether realistic or not, but would like instead to find ways of preventing the prognosis 
from coming true, one has to decide in advance to avoid the ever popular question of the caus-
es of the ecological crisis. Not only lack of time but also the complexity of the problems make it 
plain that we should steer political and scientific action towards the quite different question of 
the remaining options society has for 'ecological learning'. Options that are perhaps underesti-
mated. The former question may spring from a well-founded curiosity, but as soon as one de-
cides, in view of knowledge about the interdependence of ecological data, to analyse industrial 
society as a system, it loses its political, (i.e. action-oriented point). The system-based perspec-
tive seems superior to the way of looking at things in which ecological problems appear as end-
points in causal chains which one merely has to work one's way back up in order to eliminate 
the 'root' of the evil.(2) Working on a basis of systemic connections is advisable not just be-
cause social theorists recommend it, but because something which relies on very specific 
'good' and 'bad' factors to the extent that industrial society does is indeed a system. Low costs 
of living are won at the expense of an industrialised landscape, with all the fatal consequences 
this implies. Mass consumption of high-tech products is possible because paid labour is subject 
to conditions imposed by global markets. Moreover the overall reduction in directability of the 
'industrial system' is a result of its excessive capacity for innovation. In such circumstances, the 
options for deliberate changes in the system are not to be found in historical 'causes' that have 
long since become irreversible. Anyone looking for the potential, and as yet unactuated, 
'causes' of an ecologically appropriate society ends up considering actors and actions that are 
not 'responsible' for the ecological crisis, either in the causal or in the normative sense. Their 
distinguishing feature is that they are not available for immediate action. It is with this in mind 
that the following paper pleads for an upgrading of the 'consumer'. 
 
Other factors also militate in favour of an upgrading of the consumer, notably the inadequacy of 
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other protagonists. Thus, although the state's capacity for reform and direction vis-à-vis the 
economy is by no means exhausted (but should not be overestimated).(3) Even if all the ap-
propriate and practicable 'instruments' used in the ecologically based economy and in directing 
innovation were brought into play, their effects would remain limited because of the obstacle of 
interest in high wages, secure employment, and internationally competitive consumer goods. 
Moreover, one has to bear in mind the 'internal' hindrances of the political system in regard to 
innovation,(4) namely, the self-referential way in which the resources of law and money are 
handled. The self-contained logic of party competition for votes and the narrow horizons as 
regards consideration of the consequences of political action and non-action. 
 
It is also time to take stock not just of state policy but of moral rigorism as well and to admit that 
the latter is politically powerless. Political education, appeals and radical criticism, 'new age' 
consciousness and 'the communication of fear' should be regarded as indicators of the gulf 
between the need for action and the actual action taken, but not as a bridge across that gulf. 
Why this is so is clear from certain social facts which contemporary social theoretists identify as 
the functional differentation and self-referential nature of the partial-systems (sub-systems) that 
make up (the social system) society.(5) These block any prospect of the spread of universal 
perspectives and guarantee that thought and action in the political, educational, economic, and 
legal systems in each case follow their own logic rather than expressing 'solidarity' with society 
'as a whole'. In any case, moral appeals ignore the fact that all individual forms of expression of 
altered thinking, (that is to say, believing, wanting, complaining, and indeed even 'autonomous' 
individual action) remain far below the level of institutional direction, which is dependent on the 
combined action of bureaucratic organisations rather than merely being the result of erroneous 
decision-making.(6) Abstract descriptive formulas such as the widespread 'eco-eco' imagery of 
the 'contradiction between economics and ecology' are an indicator of this gap rather than a 
means of helping to 'eliminate' it. 
 
However, there are also positive arguments in favour of giving careful consideration to the 
sphere of consumption and opportunities consumers have of exerting influence. After all, de-
velopments in the market, quantitative and qualitative data #relating to demand, constitute the 
factors which companies gear themselves to in order to make profits and secure their exist-
ence. Changed conditions of demand are the things to which companies point when they intro-
duce innovations in products or procedures, or when they try out new strategies, (e.g. by intro-
ducing more flexible use of manpower). In addition, 'environmental awareness' seems to ac-
cord better with the consumer role, which is characterised by (at least in theory) freedom of 
choice, rather than with the wage-earner role, with its typical features of abstraction of purpose 
and alienation. 
 
 
Handicaps of Consumer Politics 
 
The prospect of securing relatively good opportunities of influencing companies at the selling 
end fades rapidly when one asks what would be the preconditions for exploiting such opportuni-
ties. However elegant the idea is of latching on to companies' self-interested ecological sensi-
bilities, the results achieved up to now by consumer politics have been dubious. The findings of 
consumer research, which reached its most recent high-point during the 1970s, are also sober-
ing. Consumer interests are 'problematic' on at least three counts: 
 
1. They come into being in an operational sphere that is delimited, structured, and has its de-
velopment determined by, the interests of production. In other words in an objectively depend-
ent operational sphere.(7) Because of the prior decisions of producers and suppliers, consumer 
behaviour is subject to pressure to conform to one-sided data. It is the object of strategies of 
suppression, in that instrumental needs (e.g. driving a car in order to get from A to B) become 
'ends in themselves'. (e.g. being able to drive as comfortably, exclusively, and quickly as possi-
ble). It is subject to insidious alignment to the yardsticks of industrial production(8), and is dis-
criminated against by, amongst other things, the fact that activities associated with consumption 
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are much less highly rated by society than those associated with production. 
 
2. Consumer interests manifest themselves only ex post facto, that is to say they are at a 
chronological disadvantage compared with the supply side (9). They are largely reactive, rather 
than innovative or prescriptive.(10) 
 
3. Consumer interests are socially diffuse, they are held by all, in other words, by no one in par-
ticular. Indeed, every consumer also has a range of other interests relating to other operational 
spheres and factors (as employees, members of a profession, bringers-up of children, tax-
payers, supporters of reform, etc.). 
 
The consequence of all this is straightforward and disenchanting. The more generally and 
comprehensively 'consumer interest' is formulated, as compared with the highly differentiated 
supply-side and the multiplicity of social roles, the less amenable it becomes to organisation. 
The more one goes into detail as to the causes, timing, and location of differentiated consumer-
problems, the more specific, the more dependent on circumstance, and the 'smaller' any kind of 
viable interest-grouping will be.(11) 
 
Given this inferiority of consumer politics and consumer education, there is no reason to doubt 
the classic thesis which posits a systematic inferiority of consumer interest. However, organisa-
tion, of a kind that specialises(12) in consumer interests, and is representative of the variously 
manifested consumer interests, and morover is also strong enough to act as a countervailing 
power,is an essential precondition if influence is to be exerted on the production side. Only 
through associative organisation would it be possible to co-ordinate politically or economically 
effective consumer action, namely in the form of boycott operations. Only a representative or-
ganisation could protest successfully against unecological products and interpret decreases in 
sales as the result of a deliberately critical shift away by customers.(13) 
 
Paradoxically, however, the establishment of a strong consumer organisation is hindered by 
precisely the kinds of goal-related considerations which make it appear particularly useful. This 
is because the individual contributions to the creation of such a purpose-designed instrument 
for championing common interests are also calculated purposively. This happens roughly as 
follows, I know that a large number of individual contributions are needed to bring about the 
intended (economic or political) influence, which, in turn, will be of benefit to everyone, includ-
ing those who have not contributed. I myself am quite prepared to make my contribution, but I 
have to reckon on the fact that others will decide differently and will forgo any action. Hence my 
sacrifice is in vain if not enough other people join in. Furthermore, I know that the effect of my 
contribution is much too small to be decisive in securing success. Thus if a lot of other people 
join in, my contribution does not matter. 
 
Now if all those involved arrive, by this kind of rational thought-process, to the conclusion that 
their contribution is either pointless or superfluous, and that they cannot do anything about this, 
the result is not solidarity by 'rational passivity'.(14) No one has demonstrated this more clearly 
than Mancur Olson.(15) The result of 'rational analysis' does not, however, mean that organisa-
tions such as 'consumer-protection associations' or 'consumer councils' or similar bodies have 
no chance of survival. But it does signal the improbability of strong associations that are able to 
influence their members' action in such a way as to build up boycotting power for an effective 
consumer politics. Of course, we can have any of the things that already exist, namely weak 
and fragmented organisations, umbrella organisations (with other associations as members), 
and organisations with different purposes, (e.g. the provision of no-obligation information to 
consumers), or, in the most extreme case, acting as a lobby for the interests of industry..   
 
Would it not be rational, in such unpropitious circumstances, to throw all rational calculations 
overboard and look for alternatives? 
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Unsatisfactory Alternatives 
 
One possible alternative is to obey the unilateralist imperative, (i.e. to follow unconditionally the 
appeal that 'each should begin with himself'), instead of waiting on the good example of others 
or on solutions to the difficult question of organisation. There are two observations that must be 
made in regard to this suggestion, which is one that crops up in almost every 'ecological 
discussion'. First, the ineffectiveness of this approach is confirmed with striking regularity wher-
ever it occurs. It is precisely the failure of such appeals that compels us to hunt for ways and 
means that promise 'surer' results. Secondly, there are doubts in regard to the results of indi-
vidual 'exemplary action'. However helpful it may be in some cases, its effects become prob-
lematic if the ambient conditions are not suitable. Uncoordinated individual paradigmatic action 
can fall flat, or can even, under certain circumstances, aggravaate the problem. This may be 
demonstrated by three by no means unusual examples from the field of transport:- 
 
(1) Anyone prompted by the volume of traffic to get rid his or her car involuntarily increases the 
scope for expansion of those who continue to drive. The parking-space that is vacated in front 
of that person's house is quickly filled up again. Instead of there being a chain reaction of 
'opting-out' of the system of personal motorised transport, one has to reckon on a marginal in-
crease in the attraction of the car to others, until the 'gap' is filled again. 
 
(2) Even less successful is the approach of the person who engages in an 'exemplary' renunci-
ation of consumption on competitive markets. If oil-prices go down, because, for example, en-
ergy-conscious drivers have invested in engines that are economical on petrol, this provides an 
incentive to drivers with other preferences (e.g. driving at higher speeds) to indulge in in-
creased consumption. 
 
(3) An uncoordinated individual action can even lead to an increase in the harm caused. A per-
son who decides off his own bat to be 'sensible' in foggy weather on the motorway and adjusts 
his speed doggedly to visibility whilst hotfoot truckers jet along behind him at 100 km an hour is 
setting up a sure catastrophe for everyone involved. 
 
It is clear that the logic of individual example is not a universal answer to the dilemma of ration-
al collective consumer action. It fails where groups with other preferences are involved and the 
'suitable' underlying conditions for the realisation of the objective are still absent. In the first two 
examples cited, the benefit deriving from the individually sensible action should be safeguarded 
against misappropriation by actors with other preferences (e.g. by cutting back on roads or by 
introducing an energy tax). In the third example, what is required is the reliable co-ordination of 
all those involved by means of some common and effective 'rule of play' (monitoring of 
speed?). Thus a truly rational approach, i.e. one that was both collectively and individually 
worthwhile, would be to begin by stating one's readiness to engage in conditional co-operation 
(that is to say, if the others join in), and secondly to do something to ensure the creation of un-
derlying conditions in which co-operation is easier and less risky. Besides this, the examples 
show why it is not simply a problem of the pursuit of egoistic interests. Problems of this kind, 
which have to do with the collective good, come about because individual contributions to col-
lective action are examined to see whether they will be effective. They are measured in terms 
of individual cost, even where an effect is sought on behalf of others,(i.e. where altruism is be-
ing practised.) 
 
 
A Change in Values? 
 
Another alternative seems to lie in the hope of a general change in values, as observed in par-
ticular in the comparative international investigations conducted by.(16) The 'post-materialist' 
outlooks which are frequently to be found particularly amongst younger age groups do seem, 
after all, to signal a pronounced environmental awareness and a greater than average readi-
ness to participate in 'grass-roots' politics. Here too, some correcting of misconstrued social 
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facts is required. Follow-up investigations have shown that 'post-materialist' attitudes are in-
deed now 'measurable' in one-fifth of the population of the Federal Republic of Germany.(17) 
There is nothing to justify the expectation of a linear trend. Whether younger people will be able 
(as they were during the 1970s) to gather experiences that support a 'post-materialist' world-
view, depends on the one hand on the development of their socio-economic environment, an 
environment which is currently characterised by low rates of growth, a high base unemploy-
ment-level, and a technological optimism revived by micro-electronics.  On the other hand, the 
dynamic of cultural and political processes acts as a factor that either stabilises or fragments 
'new' values.(18)  A fact which explains the very uneven rates of transformation of values in the 
different countries of the EC. (19) When these external factors in the social 'production' of val-
ues, and the differences in perception of meaning between various age-groups, are taken into 
consideration, the overall picture is one of the 'pluralisation of values'. (20) (i.e. a moderately 
animated pattern comprising a number of zones of meaning existing alongside each other). 
There is not the hoped for uniderectional 'development'.(21) There are now so many different 
nuances of eco-social thinking that groups which would like to replace 'purposive' discourses 
about strategy as much as they can with expressive, 'value-oriented' action on the part of their 
members descend either into self-paralysis or into quasi-theological disputation.(22) 
 
Now that the last niches in which traditional life-styles, norms, and social milieu have been 
overrun by industrialisation there is no longer any prospect of an 'organic' alignment of thought 
and action. The inference from one's own personal development to a parallel development of 
'society' is now more inadmissible than ever. The pluralisation of social circumstances, and the 
individualisation of perceptions of meaning in and between the various social spheres (part-
systems), are leading to the creation of a multiplicity of interpretations and attitudes which, 
though related, have their own seperate logics. Radical, strongly normative ecological ways of 
thinking also have their place within this spectrum. However, even if these ways of thinking 
could function as a kind of communicative leaven (which, given their tendency to concentrate 
on self-portrayal, is doubtful), the surrounding circumstances are not suitable as 'dough'. How-
ever much they 'knead' different opinions, different ways of being, radical approaches, and ex-
pressive approaches with the most varied interpretive content, they will never succeed in mak-
ing a cake out of them. Most importantly, attempts to make pronounced views even more pro-
nounced (what is seen by those involved as 'radicalisation') themselves fall entirely within the 
prevailing trend towards differentiation. The result of these attempts is scarcely any different 
from that produced when one relies on homogeneous, rational, advantage-oriented interests, 
namely the self-immobilisation of the actors involved.   
 
 
Interim conclusion.   
 
In view of these findings, the answer to the question contained in the title of this paper must be 
'yes'. Ecological consumption, as defined in terms of classical consumer-interest and of the 
political interest-grouping, is indeed a generalised collective interest which is unable to attract 
sufficient mobilising force. We can go even further and say that ecological consumption has a 
chance of being organised at best only as a particularised or special interest that is tied to one 
specific subcultural life-style. This outside chance is lost if ecological consumption becomes a 
generalised interest no longer based purely on philosophical considerations but pursued from 
rational motives. 
 
A dispassionate appraisal of the situation makes it clear that we must bid farewell to unfounded 
expectations and inappropriate alternatives for action. In their place, we should give more care-
ful consideration to the remaining opportunities for action, beyond the domain of belief and 
hope. In other words, is there an alternative way of enforcing ecological consumer-interests? 
The following section will supply an answer to this question. Are there still, in certain circum-
stances, possibilities for improving our handling of that instrument of limited appropriateness, 
the 'interest-group'? Two proposals concerning this will be made in the final section. 
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Consumer Politics in the Work-Place 
 
The design principle underlying this alternative to ineffective consumer-politics ties in theoreti-
cally with the functional differentiation of society into self-referential partial-systems. In concrete 
terms it relates to what is, as far as our problem is concerned, the decisive separation of the 
functional roles of production and consumption, of the work-sphere from the other spheres of 
life. As is well known, this separation stimulates conflicts between individual desires and the 
rationalising approach of organisations on issues such as job-security, working conditions, and 
working hours. What is even more serious, it is an effective but, most importantly, a one-sided 
barrier to the import into the workplace of worker-initiated, 'non-company-related' social ap-
praisals of the production process. 
 
Anyone who has a go at dislodging this barrier has undoubtedly hit one of the main nodal 
points in the global network of social problems. However, all effort directed at this spot is wast-
ed if one thinks only in terms of opposition, contradiction, and conflict. What one should do in-
stead is admit, without attempting to gloss over the situation, that the subordination of the social 
interests of workers to the employer's power of disposal is by no means solely a product of the 
logic of the wage-agreement. It also springs from the need for co-operation which characterises 
complex business enterprises and which workers are wont actively to tolerate. The latter rightly 
expect that the self-imposed limitation of their interests will have positive effects on company 
profitability, and thus also on the remunerations that depend on this. The market, where busi-
nesses secure success and continued existence, creates a structural community of interest. 
Under the banner of the 'good of the company', the 'productivity alliance' which exists in the 
workplace(23) embraces not only a zone of legal incitements to co-operation, but also in many 
cases a zone of illegal incitements of this kind, based either on blackmail or on projections of 
profits. 
 
Although this is, for the best of intentions, readily overlooked, it is a fact that workers co-operate 
with management in maintaining a narrow company perspective, out of an understandable con-
cern for job and career prospects. None the less in a way that runs counter to the good of the 
rest of society. They may, for example, construct valves for emptying toxic-waste tanks into the 
Rhine, or fit by-pass flues to desulphurisation plants. Complete production or shipment proce-
dures for illegal arms-exports. Treat data about non-observance of emission limits or other in-
fringements of the law as company secrets. Fail to make public privileged information about 
dangerous products, production procedures, and product-applications. 
 
'The immense knowledge of waste, fraud, negligence, and other misdeeds which employees of 
corporations, governmental agencies, and other bureaucracies possess' constitutes, according 
to Ralph Nader (24) a largely unexploited and underestimated potential for precluding the ef-
fects of the 'institutional irresponsibility' of organisations. Tapping this potential would mean 
organising 'consumer protection from the production level onwards' (25) and significantly level-
ling the barriers between the functional role of wage-earning labour on the one hand and that of 
the consumer, the domestic budget, and the citizen on the other. Doing this by 'on-the-job 
citizenship', as Nader calls it. A number of preconditions would be needed for this which are 
probably less difficult to set up than is an all-embracing consumer-organisation. 
 
Something that would be useful in this connection would, of course, be 'appropriate countervail-
ing positions of power within companies themselves'. (26) This is, safeguards in industrial law 
and industrial-relations law for those workers who promote the good of the company. They 
would do this by considering the longer-term effects of company operations and standing up for 
general interests inside as well as outside the company. Workers would help the company, if 
necessary without its bidding, to conform to the requirements of the social and natural environ-
ment. 
 
It would be too optimistic simply to append the issue of 'consumer protection in production' to 
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the list of desiderata drawn up by the unions for implementation in the event of a complete, 
worker-friendly overhaul of industrial law. What is at issue is not so much the introduction of 
new kinds of rights but the enforcement of perfectly well-founded and, for the most part, long-
since legally established norms, particularly in regard to the observance of laws, regulations, 
and agreements. What must be done above all is to indemnify the personal risk which the situa-
tion of blackmail prevailing in the workplace occasions to workers who are looking out for the 
common good. To do this, a network of legal, material, and moral support (the latter to include 
professional ethics) is required which will give those who sacrifice their careers with a company 
for the sake of the common ecological good alternative security, social recognition, and new 
opportunities. Such a network is one of those things that is not at all easy to initiate but which, 
once it acquires greater social importance, tends to necessitate the input of less rather than 
more effort.(27) 
 
 
Dynamic Forms of Organisation 
 
By brushing the 'logic of collective action', that is to say the thesis of the improbability of co-
operation for the sake of a generalised interest, somewhat 'against the nap' (though not against 
its own logic), one discovers two other secondary routes to the representation of the interest in 
ecological consumption.  First of all, associations could be formed to champion other consumer, 
interests besides specifically determined ones.  Secondly, the prospects of being able to form a 
coalition out of a variety of motives for participation are relatively good. 
 
Intentional non-correspondence between the purpose of an organisation and the interests of its 
members becomes problematic only if the goals that are actually promoted by the organisation 
lie outside, or run counter to, those interests of the members that are relevant to the organisa-
tion. This is not necessarily the case in every kind of 'deviation'. 
 
Consumer interests are prone to self-immobilising tendencies only when they are defined in 
general terms, i.e. when they are not embedded in specific attitudes, life-styles, and ways of 
looking at problems. If, on the other hand, they are part of a kind of subculture, they may not be 
socially representative, but they do have a certain degree of amenability to organisation. Hence 
the problem of providing the collective good in question is amenable to partial solution. Associa-
tions with particularised orientations can more easily mobilise support and thus become 'more 
powerful' than those which attempt to represent general interests. 
 
If, therefore, the present situation, in which not enough committed people come together who 
regard themselves primarily as ecological consumers, continues, it will none the less be possi-
ble to represent interest in improved preconditions for ecological consumption as a variety of 
the ecological interests that exist have already been organised. It is conceivable that, for exam-
ple, groups working for nature conservation, the movement for the ecological reform of agricul-
ture, ecological insfrastructures in the fields of transport or finance (e.g. the Verkehrsclub der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland, or the Ökobank), and a whole variety of environmental initiatives 
would come together to form a functionally specialised umbrella-organisation. The authority of 
such an organisation in matters of ecological consumption would then derive from its being 
rooted in a plurality of ecological interests, and not in its connection with the far too general 
consumer role. Naturally, however, the influence of such an organisation would be not so much 
economic as primarily political, and this would be a result of the force of information and open 
debate, not of any compulsorily co-ordinated action on the part of its members (e.g. in boycott 
actions). 
 
Better prospects for collective action may be expected from heterogeneous coalitions. By this is 
meant the rational co-operation of groups which, though they have differing values and views of 
the world, do have some things partly in common. This alternative requires that, when organisa-
tions are being formed (be they social movements or associations with formal memberships), 
one should give up the habit of looking for homogeneous motives, that is to say unidirectional 
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motives of a single kind. Instead, there should be a conscious effort to achieve a pattern of 
'plural' organisation, and to guard against the traditional ideal of homogeneity. The arguments in 
favour of this contra-intuitive solution are furnished by rational choice analyses of the emer-
gence of social movements (as repeated co-operative multi-person interactions).(28) 
 
Detailed observations (for example of the anti-nuclear and peace-movements) show that what 
facilitates the take-off and (partial) stabilisation of the dynamic behind a movement is not a flat 
uniformity of motives for action and readiness to act but an optimum degree of dissimilarity in 
these. It is quite usual for the risks and costs of co-operation to decrease as the number of par-
ticipants increases, once committed activists have functioned as a 'critical mass' and overcome 
initial difficulties. Their action is guided more by a notion of identity ('Who am I?') than by any 
notion of advantage ('What do I get out of it?'). In many cases there is something in the nature 
of an avant-garde consciousness, 'If you don't do it, nobody else will'. (29) Of decisive signifi-
cance is the fact that thanks to the non-utilitarian activists, an infrastructure is created which 
makes possible the participation of individuals who are only prepared to co-operate conditional-
ly, in other words, if they know that their contribution is needed and is not in vain. If, thanks to 
this second group, the goal of the co-operation becomes attainable, the coalition becomes at-
tractive to hangers-on and fellow travellers, who either wait for the maximum marginal utility to 
be achieved before climbing aboard, or begin to worry about which side they will end up on if 
they continue to 'stand on the sidelines and watch whilst a good thing happens'. 
 
In this model, collective action comes about because of the heterogeneity of motives and pref-
erences, and not, as was expected in the tradition of the labour-movement, as a product of sim-
ilar interpretations of the same social situation. It is also subject to jeopardy by participants who 
imagine they are on a unifying trip and are occasionally shocked by the pluralism of the objec-
tives.  One other notable feature is that suitable motives for 'hetero-strategies' can be found 
without difficulty, whereas the appearance of unitary motives for comprehensive homogeneous 
organisations is becoming less likely. 
 
In sum, a strong ecological consumer-movement, if it is at all possible, should be imagined not 
as a quasi-mechanistic aggregation of similar interests but as a highly differentiated and only 
'loosely bound' network of interaction which allows actors with different preferences to become 
strong together, for example, because the ends of one group function as the means of another.  
Such a network would have room both for pragmatic 'initiators of movements' and for funda-
mentalist 'enlighteners'. It would consist of co-operative neighbourhood circles and local con-
sumer co-operatives. It might become a forum for public reflection on consumer needs and on 
the criteria by which these should be appraised, (30) and it would be kept on a developmental 
course by means of centralised administrative services and opportunities for the large number 
of not-wholeheartedly, committed individuals to participate loosely and at a distance.(31) 
 
In conclusion, I should like to point to the common pattern underlying the various alternatives 
proposed, namely that they do not attempt to tackle the problem of political mobilisation in high-
ly differentiated industrial society with the social theory of the nineteenth century, which still 
allowed one to hope that 'structures' would guide disparate motives and false beliefs towards 
noble historical goals. Instead, they pick up on the idea of a better-developed understanding of 
the obstacles to, and remaining options for, purposive action. Only those who feel content in the 
no man's land between doom laden scenarios and self help slogans will regard this kind of 
'elucidation' as grounds for despondency. Others, meanwhile, may find this glimpse at some 
practicable ways round the problems useful. They do not guarantee properly targeted action 
within complex systems, but they do increase its likelihood. If there should ever be such a thing 
as a theory of the post-modern shaping of society, it must, to be 'strong', confine itself to these 
kinds of details and be adept at managing heterogeneity and differences of opinion.
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610, 1984. and James W. White, 'Rational Rioters: Leaders, Followers, and Popular Protest in 
Early Modern Japan', Politics and Society, 16, pp. 35-69. 1988. 
29 Pamela Oliver et al. 'A Theory of the Critical Mass: Interdependence, Group Heterogeneity, 
and the Production of Collective Action', American Journal of Sociology, 91, pp.522-556, 1985. 
30 Gerhard Scherhorn, 1980, op cit. 
31 It is almost superfluous to note that a multi-layered organisational network would provide a 
suitable framework for the solidary back-up of 'on-the-job citizenship', and could also be appro-
priate as an individual membership base for an umbrella organisation representing interests 
relating to ecological consumption. 
 
 



100 

 

CHAPTER 8 

 

UNHEEDED PROBLEMS AND ENTICING UTOPIAS 

Conditions and Opportunities for a Green Social Policy 

 

What's the latest in social policy? Even at first glance the field of social policy does not appear 
exactly clear-cut, embracing as it does the health service, pensions, benefits in case of sick-
ness, incapacity for work, or unemployment, as well as various other forms of welfare. It is only 
at second glance that the real picture emerges, each of the named areas harbours several 
problems, with two or three different solutions vying to resolve them. There are insignificant 
solutions, which can be disregarded, and there are more significant ones. The latter marry up 
with one or two other problems and are thus upgraded to the status of a socio-political issue. 
Depending on the standpoint of the observer, the emergence of the social policy issue is treat-
ed either as a basis for reform or as a social catastrophe. 
 
An interesting special case occurs where more than three problems are grouped around a sin-
gle solution, as happens in very popular concepts for reform such as the 'restoration of full 
employment', the 'global shift to self-help', or the 'introduction of a guaranteed basic income'. 
The multiplicity of beneficial effects claimed for these recipes by their advocates deprives them 
of a lot of their political impact. They are then labelled 'utopian' and move out of the public de-
bate and become the personal property of prophet-politicians and politically committed feature-
writers. Analytical and pragamatic crticism bounce off them without effect. Whilst they gather 
groups of trusting believers round them, experienced politicians go back to sticking more wieldy 
spokes in each other's wheels. 
 
This too is part of social politics, being aware that not everything that is important in this area 
can profitably be made into an issue, although more can be made an issue of than it is possible 
to deal with in the relevant circumstances. The experts adapt to this situation by specialising 
only in single areas or in regulatory details. They decline to enter into a dispute about priorities 
and leave the political parties great scope for genuinely political choices. Just how rich the 
choice is becomes clear simply from casting an eye on the schemes proposed by the SPD and 
the Greens. 
 
Subject to the resolutions passed at its party conference in Bremen, the SPD intends (accord-
ing to its draft programme of the 2nd March 1989) to effect a radical turn-around to a preventive 
type of social policy which depends on foresight. A policy in which there is no longer any trace 
of disadvantage to women or special privilege for particular professional classes (e.g. civil 
servants). In particular, the SPD is pursuing the idea of a form of basic social security, as a 
complement to the contributory security that applies in the case of old age, disability, or unem-
ployment.  What it has in mind are basic allowances in the form of minimum payments which 
may be claimed in the absence of any other kind of income. In addition, employers' contribu-
tions are to be readjusted in line with a new calculatory basis, that of 'value creation'.  One al-
ternative scheme originating in Schleswig-Holstein even recommends, en passant, that in addi-
tion to the basic social security there should be a guaranteed basic income for all citizens. This 
will presumably not be achieved during the next parliamentary term. 
 
There are, after all, major tasks calling for attention in other areas. In the health service, there is 
to be an expansion of out-patient care, accompanied by the abolition of the own-risk arrange-
ment. The newly discovered female electorate is promised drastic reductions in working-hours, 
in the form of a universal six-hour day (as usual, no mention is made of the indispensable corol-
lary to this, namely increased shift-working), more creches, and more all-day schools. Both 
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parents can look forward to paid parental leave during the first three years of their children's life, 
with the time taken to bring up and care for their offspring being included in the calculation of 
retirement provision. 
 
As usual, the elderly will receive 'secure' pensions—though the level of these is not specified. 
They are told not to take too much notice of the recent foundation of a party for the elderly (the 
'Grey Panthers'). They are also promised cover for the financial risks associated with care, 
more in-home social services, housing and urban planning that caters for old people's needs, 
and adequate numbers of places in esablishments providing care for the elderly. In general, 
there will be much more help and decentralised social services for children, old people, the 
sick, and the disabled. 
 
The kinds of yardsticks according to which future (social democratic) social policy will be lauded 
or criticised has been made clear by experts from the Deutsche Gewerkschaftsbund (Alfred 
Schmidt and Erich Standfest, in Gewerkschaftliche Monatshefte, 2/1989). For them, the top 
priority is the project, tried and tested by the vindicatory route, of the generation of full employ-
ment through 'an active state employment policy, backed up by reductions in working-hours and 
a well-targeted job-market policy'.  In the health service, more attention must to be paid to pre-
vention, particularly vis-à-vis the causes of chronic diseases.  Finally, as a sort of rounding-off 
of a successful overall scheme, 'poverty is to be abolished', by union-based means, namely the 
extension of the principle of national insurance and the gradual reversal of the dismantling of 
the social system. The authors also indicate the only areas in which deviations from the guide-
line of a strictly labour-related social policy seem tolerable, namely women's claim for inde-
pendent pensions, and 'certain elements relating to a system of basic social security'. Sceptics 
may see this as betraying some doubt as to the attainability of the target of full employment. 
 
The Greens, for their part, are far less vague in their pronouncements than is often supposed 
(1987 federal election manifesto). They too want a system of basic social security (to operate in 
the case of unemployment and old age, and instead of supplementary benefits), and they set 
the level of this at 1,200 DM per person. The same figure is proposed as a child-care allowance 
to cover 15 months of child care. In the case of the elderly, there are plans for a care-
allowance, graduated according to the degree of care needed, on which no figure is put, but 
which would probably be higher per individual than the above sum. Because of the time at 
which the proposals were made (the programme dates from 1986), the target for reduced work-
ing-hours is confined to a thirty-five-hour week, nowadays, this would no doubt be a six-hour 
day. In addition, the programme states that the general reduction in working-hours is to be ac-
companied by the creation of opportunities for part-time work that is subject to the safeguards 
of social and industrial law, and by the institution of employee-oriented 'sovereignty over time'. 
The topicality of these goals has been confirmed by the SPD, which has included them in its 
own draft manifesto. 
 
The mixture of traditionalism and enthusiasm for innovation that characterises social policy 
schemes from the centre to the left indicates that one would, in the classic case, have to reckon 
on two typical conflicts. First, there would be a public conflict about the quantitative extent of 
existing and new demands. This would be resolved to the advantage of the potential beneficiar-
ies only if non-beneficiaries could be persuaded to increase their contributions or taxes and to 
accept doing without any measures to their advantage. 
 
Secondly, and cutting across the last argument, there is the conflict conducted by political pro-
fessionals about what sort of innovations in social policy make suitable material for electoral 
campaigns and talk shows, in other words, what, in view of the future decisions of voters, 
should be moved on to the agenda of public debates. Besides other important matters, this 
conflict determines, en passant, the principles according to which social problems are defined 
and tackled. Are the various systems to continue to follow the paradigm of full-time, life-long, 
male employment, despite the extensive differentiation of working and living conditions? On the 
income side, should the principle of contribution based on non-civil-service employment be re-
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placed by compulsory contributions for all citizens?  On the expenditure side, should the strictly 
defined conditions of entitlement be supplemented with a general civil right to minimum social 
security? 
 
If these questions received the attention they really deserve in party manifestos, they would 
probably act like a bacterium, revealing as they do a split between interests shaped by the past, 
and interpretations of problems which look forward to the future.  The standpoints based on 
history do not guarantee either a complete overview of the problems or up to date knowledge 
about how to act.  This accounts in part for the ignorance shown by the Volksparteien in regard 
to such questions. The Greens, however great their sympathy for harmony enhancing 
measures, should not imitate them.  For this reason, I propose at least to list those problems 
which are readily overlooked in centre to left declarations of intent. 
 
1. First there is the insidious long-term problem of demographic change. By the year 2030 the 
number of the elderly as a proportion of the total population will increase in such a way that, 
stated crudely, there will have to be either a doubling of the level of pension contributions or a 
reduction by half of present pension-levels. This will keep doubts about pension-security alive 
and will perhaps mean that the issue of the lengthening of working time is raised before the six 
hour day has been achieved. 
 
At the same time, if the present structure of social services is maintained, a considerable 'gap 
in care' will emerge, because soon many more people than today will need part-time or full-time 
care, whereas the number of individuals of working age will decline, and there will also be a 
decline in willingness to undertake voluntary or poorly paid caring work. Both the  contributory 
principle and solutions based on insurance miss the mark here. What is needed is money and 
concrete forms of help. 
 
2. The dependence of the various types of national insurance on the labour market poses the 
problem of the poor productivity of the major source of income here, namely social security 
contributions from earnings. With continuing unemployment and the inadequate cover which 
the earnings-related social security system provides for many of those eligible for work, we 
have ended up with an extremely asymmetrical distribution of the contributory burdens.  They 
are concentrated on wage-dependent workers who fall below the upper limit for national-
insurance contributions. These individuals pay for non-payers who are entitled to claim, they 
relieve civil servants and the self-employed from the obligation to share liability, and, as a result 
of increased incidental wage-costs, they involuntarily put out undesirable signals as regards 
economic decisions. Reliance on the principle of contribution shows that the welfare state in 
fact functions as a 'workfare state' (Guy Standing), and this, via the 'increased incidental wage-
costs/cuts in expensive manpower/higher social security contributions' chain, contributes to the 
diminution of demand for manpower. No social reform of any promise can avoid establishing a 
solid 'finance through taxation' income-base, protected from the grasp of the exchequer. 
 
3. One factor that is ignored politically but will persist in the medium term, is the social effects of 
long-term or recurring unemployment, which are also appearing in increasing concentrations. 
What is meant here is the 30 per cent of workers who have been without work for more than 2 
years, the 10 per cent or so who have been repeatedly affected by unemployment, and workers 
living on their own, particularly single mothers (about 300,000 of these receive less than 800 
DM monthly, cf. Wirtschaft und Statistik, 12/1988, p. 860). Clearly the unnuanced talk of a pros-
perous  'two-thirds society' on the one hand, and another third, united in collective poverty, on 
the other, conceals an enormous disparity of impact simply among the victims of modernisation. 
 
4. To round off the catalogue of problems, mention should be made of the parlous state of the 
health service, which even at a cursory glance fragments into a collection of reduced claims, 
high contributions, and inhumanely formal procedures. A closer look reveals a political abdica-
tion ranging from resignation to complete ignorance of the problems. The reaction of the 
Greens, when they come up with demands drawn from the realms of Third World work, envi-
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ronmental protection, preventive action, democratisation, and respect for human rights, is basi-
cally one of helplessness. There is a widespread refusal to tackle the phenomenon of a mixture 
of social indispensability and ambiguity in many medical services. This lends power to the pro-
fessionals and which even reform minded politicians are forced to regard as effectively blocking 
attempts at reform. This uncertainty, which starts with the patients and presents politicians with 
the electoral puzzle of calculating what level of dissatisfaction with income makes it difficult for 
doctors to adhere to their professional ethic, is by far the stoutest bastion against possible pro-
jects for reform.  Because what is needed here is not further regulation with new monopoly 
premiums, but competitive structures and differentiated alternatives (e.g. in the public health 
service). The health system remains a taboo area.  Structural improvements would result initial-
ly in greater demands for money instead of bringing immediate savings. 
 
The list of problems and solutions relating to social policy, including the unheeded problems 
and the enticing utopian solutions, must be irritating to any outside observer. It is easy to come 
to mistaken diagnoses that are more suitable for reinforcing a political circle's image of itself 
than for providing practical therapies. Either social policy seems like a party game, in which all 
the different groups can take it in turns to try out their pet ideas, because there seems to be 
less call here than elsewhere for security and continuity. Or else society appears to be overbur-
dened by a flood of existing problems relating to provision and security, with the result that the 
only option left is to organise an 'orderly' demise by means of spontaneous and uncoordinated 
partial solutions. 
 
The point of taking this fictitious outside perspective is to demonstrate not only the virtue of 
emotional restraint but also the improbability of reality. In order to interpret the latter correctly, 
one has to remember two things. First, since at least 1976, the discussion about social policy in 
the Federal Republic has been constantly circling round the same issues, positions, and de-
mands. Full employment versus self-help, expansion versus cuts, job-related criteria versus the 
principle of need, etc.   
 
Secondly, since 1957 old age pensions have been index linked,  this area of politics has, for 
understandable reasons, developed only via gradual reforms. This has a lot to do with what is 
technically termed the inclusivity of social policy, which has now reached a level of over 90 per 
cent. Almost everyone is affected by any financially relevant change, whether in entitlements or 
in liability to contributions. 
 
Thirdly, solutions in social policy are always controversial on several counts. They are expected 
to be equitable from the point of view not only of distribution but also of cost. Even those who 
would receive a larger slice of the national-product cake would react with annoyance if, be-
cause of this, the overall size of the cake diminished. For this reason, when it comes to social 
security it is never only a question of effectiveness, but one of efficiency as well. If more effi-
cient solutions emerge, even 'just' remedies can abruptly lose their legitimacy. 
 
Fourthly, although this area is regulated by the state and answered for by the political parties, 
its amenability to reform is dictated mainly by the degree of tolerance of extra-parliamentary 
actors. Chief amongst these are the associations representing the parties involved in the job-
market, followed in second place by professional and business associations, and lastly by the 
welfare bureaucracy, comprising state-run and associative elements. These bodies can hinder 
changes by forecasting undesirable effects, some of which they themselves can influence and 
others of which they can merely spot early on. In order to gain attention, all that is needed is 
some non-committal forecast, e.g. of plans for investment perhaps having to be modified be-
cause of rising labour-costs, or of wage-demands being made to offset increased social contri-
butions, or of capacity in non-state welfare-work being jeopardised. Anyone who ignores this 
inertial factor will, under certain circumstances, have to take responsibility for consequences 
which he did not intend, for example, in the form of a loss of votes. 
 
Not all the special features of social policy concern the Greens to the extent that they concern 
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the established mass parties. In favourable circumstances, they may actually be what gives the 
smaller party in a ruling coalition its strength. Such a party is able to initiate, and accept joint 
responsibility for, reforms which a party of the people would have difficulty in putting through on 
its own, because of the difference in interests within its own ranks. Whatever the case, one is 
still left with the problem of selection. It cannot be solved by choosing only those packages of 
measures which express some noble guiding principle (e.g. equality or compensation, state 
provision or subsidiarism, market or control) in a way that involves the least compromise.  Real-
ity, in its principle less complexity, would only strike back all the harder. 
 
A further factor commands attention, interventions by the state do not just express political will, 
they also tend to alter the will both of those affected by them and of those looking on. For ex-
ample, in the latest fiasco over taxation of income at source, anyone who year in year out, had 
done his duty and included the interest on his savings on his tax return, because he did not 
want to be counted amongst the country's cheaters, was inundated with incentives to change 
this stance. He was shown not only the unusualness of his action, and the personal disad-
vantages it brings, but also his power as a voter. It was made clear that he would throw away 
this power if he continued to want that which, in strict legal terms, he ought to want, namely to 
pay taxes rather than save them. 
 
If it is the case that even those politicians who willingly 'leave well alone' have to reckon on 
substantial changes in people's wishes, how much more more true will this be of those who are 
concerned to bring about very specific changes!  Only when they include the future wishes of 
others more or less accurately in their calculations will the truly intended effects move into the 
realm of the possible. 
 
Even where there is 'less' democracy, there is no better alternative than the sensitive weighing-
up of possibilities. The most unlikely developments and the greatest deviations from the pre-
scribed values of state regulation are currently being recorded in, of all places, countries with 
real socialist regimes, in other words, in places where, by virtue of the nature of the state, peo-
ple should not have wanted (or should not want) what they do want. Paradoxically, politics in 
those places has produced many unwanted effects. 
 
In contrast, the atmosphere in a democratic arena, with its uncertainty and its tendency to put 
any original thought rapidly into perspective, offers at least a slight chance of making the guid-
ing principles of political decision-making comprehensible and attractive. With a bit of luck, one 
may even see the appearance of a 'self-propelled surge' of desire for reform. 
 
What follows from these reflections, in terms of the choice of emphases in social policy? In all 
probability, the Greens influence in shaping society comes not so much through their participa-
tion in the quantitative determination of flows of income and expenditure, but rather through the 
attention and acceptance (achievable by force of argument) which they manage to win for 
qualitative innovations. It is undoubtedly still right to campaign for high levels of child-
allowance, minimum pensions, etc.  But in so doing one has to be prepared for two things. 
First, that, simply on arithmetical grounds, sensitivity to the unwanted effects of higher taxes, 
contributions, and public borrowing will be incomparably greater in our coalition partner than in 
ourselves. Secondly, that the maximum achievable level of expenditure will never be so high 
that the underlying social problems can be regarded as 'solved'.  It will, however, quickly reach 
a level too high for enough resources to be left over to stop or slow down the mechanism that 
generates the problems. This, precisely, is what constitutes the predicament of a bad social 
democratic concept of the welfare state, namely making the solution of social problems de-
pendent on accurately targeted flows of funds whose course could only be influenced 'with 
certainty' if one were not reliant on them. 
 
The decline of belief in industrial progress and the successful stabilisation of the Green Party 
are not totally unrelated events that are only coincidentally happening at the same time. This 
fact should be reflected in the criteria according to which the main priorities in social policy are 
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chosen: 
 
First criterion.  
Green social policy must strive to bring about structural innovations that take into account the 
fact of increasing differentiation in the various spheres of life and in individual biographies. In 
other words, these innovations must in principle be suitable for a variety of life-styles and prob-
lematic situations. Needs and behavioural options must not be made to conform to the irrevo-
cably lost 'standard' of a life-long, linear professional or employment career. 
 
As far as tackling social differentiation is concerned, there are two possibilities. One is to bring 
about improvements specifically for those who have had the misfortune to end up in uncomfort-
able niches. Another is to provide incentives for individuals to leave the more comfortable nich-
es from time to time and engage in a kind of game of tag. The obstacle to the first of these 
routes is that resources are never sufficient to bring everything up to one and the same high 
level. The target-level itself is constantly moving on, and the whole thing is a race without end. 
The second route is made easier by the fact that, during their lives, people develop different 
needs and desires: full-time work, desirable for a thirty-year-old, may be too much for a sixty-
year-old. 
 
To follow the second route, therefore, would mean increasing the number of bridges between 
paid employment and non wage-earning activities, and reinforcing these bridges, instead of 
regarding them as loci of an abnormal, or even prohibitable, kind of individual behaviour. By 
doing this, one would be taking account of the fact that there are a whole range of other criteria 
by which one can sensibly shape one's life besides that of economic rationality, which inci-
dentally is neither trivial nor straightforward, and that social acceptance of these criteria facili-
tates, at least indirectly, ecological reconstruction. 
 
The first step must be to reduce the isolating and intimidating effects of a system in which 
sources of income are dependent on the labour market. What is meant here is crude 'either/or' 
classifications such as that which affects those in receipt of social security benefits. On the one 
hand, every single Deutschmark of supplementary income that these individuals may have 
earned off their own bat is taken into account in assessing their claims for assistance, but on 
the other hand they can be ordered off to do quasi-unpaid compulsory work. A situation that 
does not reinforce self-help but illustrates how anyone who is dependent on this 'help' is forced 
into a choice between apathy and illegality. 
 
This blackmail mechanism does not exist only in the form of the 'poverty trap'. Even qualified 
employees get to feel the steely limits of labour-based society if they try to fit their extra-
professional activities in with company timetables, either because of unavoidable family com-
mitments, or because of a desire for creativity, for the freely chosen stress of group-activity, or 
out of a simple lust for life. Attempts to obtain leave to care for children or others, or in order to 
fulfill extra-professional commitments, still have to contend with the paradigm of the textbook 
career, unreal except as a reference point for disappointment and sanction. 
 
Second criterion.   
Whatever measures we propose, they must not only be technically effective and economically 
efficient. They must also be capable of being thought 'just'.  More than this, the odder they ap-
pear against the background of the wage-earning norm, the more stoutly they must stand up to 
the criteria of social justice and need. However, ideas about what constitutes justice are any-
thing but simple. Any measure of justice that is fit to be put to practical use has at least three 
sides. It must do justice to the situation of the 'intended' recipients, it must make sense in the 
eyes of the non-affected, and it should not ignore wholesale all the arguments put forward by 
the net payers. What has for some time now been known to be the case in our treatment of 
nature also applies to social policy in a competitive democracy, namely 'there is no such thing 
as a free lunch'. 
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This means that our innovations in social policy must be fashioned in such a way that they 
make sense not just for a narrowly defined social group, but, where possible, for a great many 
other people as well. Not for everyone at the same time, but for particular stages of life which 
everyone goes through at some time. This would mean making politics with options, and these 
options, instead of establishing a further special status for a few, would generate opportunities 
for many. Optional politics offers us a way of coping with the extensive individualisation of social 
problems and organising collective security for various types of personal situation. In contrast to 
selective prevention, it requires no great knowledge of future needs. This kind of innovation is 
suited to a society whose dynamic transformation no one can forecast reliably, let alone direct. 
It offers link-up points, rather than a means of demarcation, for varying interests, motives, and 
goals. 
 
Two complexes of ideas which satisfy both criteria seem to me to have been sufficiently honed 
by public discussion to be regarded as realistic goals of an ecologically conscious social policy.  
Without the intiatory role of the Greens, these ideas have very little chance of being realised, 
since they do not follow the 'fire-brigade' principles of targeted elimination of symptoms and 
selective indemnification. 
 
 
(1) Optional Working-Time 
 
The first complex involves getting personal rights in regard to individual arrangements and the 
taking of leave from work on to a firm legal footing. This would take the form of a policy of op-
tional working-time for employees in the emergent information and service-based society. The 
area of suitable measures ranges from parental leave and a (temporary) changeover for par-
ents and non-parents to protected part-time employment. Extended opportunities for compen-
satory free time for overtime and periods where work-loads are heavy. The enforcement of very 
specific personal requirements in regard to time (requirements for which, in the case of unpaid 
leave, no justification need be given). 
 
Clearly, the creation of new legal opportunities does not guarantee that these opportunities will 
be used. What it can do is acknowledge a social need, one that even business magazines such 
as Capital have begun to register with a certain degree of feeling.  Since the point is not least to 
achieve a moral upgrading of the plural culture of the industrial society, a culture that has long 
since become a reality, the relevant regulations must not be group-specific. Only when it has 
become perfectly natural for men to step off the treadmill of full-time employment for a while, 
will women, or young people, or old people cease to be given dirty looks for wanting something 
of which they have long been regarded capable.  There are a whole series of ideas on this 
which go far beyond what was formulated in rather conservative terms in the Green election 
manifesto of 1987 as a demand for 'individual power of disposal over the time gained through 
cuts in working-hours'.  
 
Objections raised will generally relate to the cost which such measures will occasion to the 
company, and also to poor uptake by workers, and to the supposed luxuriousness of these 
kinds of arrangements. The costs are indeed hard to calculate as long as the degree of uptake 
remains unknown. It would be advisable to seek solutions in the setting-up of funds that would 
limit the risks to individual companies through horizontal redistribution. At least for small-scale 
businesses, we should be thinking of something along the lines of the compensatory procedure 
covering the continued payment of wages in case of sickness. The argument about demand 
must be countered by market methods, since what is involved are innovations of the same or-
der as the car, the non-stick pan, or the telex machine, the demand for which was supply-
induced. The reproach about luxury is a more serious one. It emanates from our own ranks and 
suggests that more 'social progress' could be achieved by more accurately directed monetary 
benefits. This, however, is to ignore the above-mentioned, and admittedly less attractive, as-
pects of the idea of justice, namely those relating to the degree of tolerance of third parties and 
their willingness to pay up. In addition, no account is taken of the fact that there are two sorts of 
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currency involved here. It is envisaged that anyone who wants to and can afford to should be 
able to secure more time instead of more money. With the result that, given the right circum-
stances, there will be (more) earned income for those who have too much time but too little 
money. 
 
 
(2) Eliminating the Poverty Trap 
 
The second complex of ideas is rather less clear-cut and more explosive in social terms, but is 
no less well primed. It relates to the proposed reform of welfare. There are basically two oppos-
ing concepts involved here. Those in charge of social policy, their advisers, and the various 
associations that determine events in this area recommend an increase of about 30 per cent in 
normal allowances, which would, however, offset only part of past monetary depreciation. A 
'dilute' alternative with lesser financial effects envisages changing the basis on which need is 
calculated from the 'shopping basket' model to the results of consumer spot-tests.  However, 
this variant need not concern us here, a 'full-strength' proposal involving a refashioning of sup-
plementary benefit (in accordance with the Federal Law on Welfare) and unemployment benefit 
is also being proposed as an alternative to the idea of a gradual improvement in welfare rights, 
currently based on the notions of disadvantage, family subsidiarity, and the obligation to work. 
 
What is involved here is some kind of non-discriminatory subsistence/allowance for individuals 
whose income and assets are insufficient to finance basic needs. What is not involved (and this 
is regrettable) is a lead-in to some kind of guaranteed basic income.  Specific aspects of a 
'needs-oriented basic social security' may be regarded as also constituting steps towards the 
establishment of a universal basic income. These aspects have their own justification and do 
not need such a label in order to make sense in the light of the above-mentioned criteria. Sup-
porters of the idea of a guaranteed basic income, currently classified as belonging to the utopi-
an tendency of social policy, will nevertheless observe that a reform which fosters both the 
worth of those entitled to welfare and their freedom of decision can also have the desirable 
side-effect of clarifying the sense of a civil right to income. 
 
Three changes in particular, need to be made to current legislation. The financial viability of 
these is set out in a report prepared for the Greens by Walter Hanesch and Thomas Klein: 
 
1. Family subsidiarity should be limited to spouses/partners.  That is to say, the income of the 
parents or children of those entitled to assistance should not be taken into account. 
 
2. The so-called 'stepping-stones to work', on the basis of which about one-tenth of all those in 
receipt of welfare are forced, according to arbitrary local criteria, to engage in non-paid com-
munity work, should be abolished. 
 
3. The obligation to work and the inclusion of all monies earned in the calculation of benefits 
should be replaced by a positive incentive to take up paid work, in the form of a tax allowance 
or a proportional reduction in the amount of income included in benefit assessment. 
 
We are not yet talking about technical details here, but about the choice of a basic perspective 
of reform which aims to guarantee minimum subsistence.  If welfare legislation can be made an 
issue of ecological-social reform, we should, despite all the difficulties in dealing with bureau-
cratically colonised spheres of interest, avoid the easy route of quantitative perpetuation and 
venture into the battle for structural enhancement. Even if the initial sally should not bring a 
decisive victory, the arguments about ecological restructuring must be voiced, and voiced em-
phatically: 
 
The elimination of the 'poverty trap' would create the scope for individual combinations of (vol-
untarily or involuntarily) limited wage-earning activity and guaranteed subsistence-allowances, 
thus taking into account the irreversible differentiation of employment conditions that has oc-
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curred below the level of normal working circumstances. If the full inclusion of wages in benefit 
assessment is abolished, even a modest social income will guarantee its recipients a minimum 
of freedom of decision. They can use it either as a basic income, or as a wage-subsidy, or as 'a 
basis for refusing to engage in certain activities', as Georg Vobruba has pointed out (in Frank-
furter Rundschau, 27 Jan. 1989). 
 
Such a scheme of reform will give rise to various objections, only three of which I propose to 
mention and respond to here. The first two derive from the discussion about a guaranteed basic 
income, the third seems to me to be important, even though it is hardly mentioned in public. 
 
1. As an alternative to guaranteeing minimum subsistence by monetary means, the linking of 
individual income-needs to society's labour-needs, in particular in the welfare services, is point-
ed to as a supposedly better option.  A moderate obligation to work would, it is supposed, not 
only counter the loneliness and social isolation of those in receipt of assistance; it would also 
help tackle other social problems. 
 
I cannot subscribe to this view.  It seems to me to set the benefits of work-derived self-
affirmation at all too abstract and high a level.  These benfits must be offset against the experi-
ence of discrimination that results from the obligation to work. The norms of work-based society 
draw a firm line between those who work for a work-related income, and those who work for the 
sake of a non-work related income. 
 
In addition, there is nothing to suggest that those who (without welfare) would be lacking the 
minimum required for subsistence possess exactly those skills that are required to solve social 
problems. Welfare income for the income-less requires no other justification but the rejection of 
a 'lifeboat economy' (Claus Offe) whose watchword is 'It's bad luck on anyone who gets left 
outside'. 
 
2. Another objection was set out recently by André Gorz (in Critique of Economic Reason). Ac-
cording to Gorz, there are two ways of bringing industrial society, currently split into those with-
out work and those overstressed by work, together again. The first is via a universal right to 
(basic) income, the other is the fair distribution of work amongst all (by means of reductions in 
working-hours). To Gorz, the social philosopher, it is the second of these alternatives which, 
perhaps after discussion with West German trade-unionists, seems the better. The congenial 
appearance of this argument is deceptive, the appropriate institutions and organisations need-
ed for a complete and sufficiently flexible redistribution of work do not exist. 
 
No one in Germany, least of all the unions, is going to devote their energies to a strategy of 
national wage-cost increases (resulting from compensation and recruitment expenditure).  Re-
ductions in working-hours, which convert gains in productivity into free time and act as incen-
tives to further increases in productivity, will not lead us back to classical full employment.  Of 
course the unions deserve sympathy when they find themselves unable to dispense with the 
redistribution illusion as an aid to pushing through further reductions in working-hours. It re-
mains none the less an illusion. In contrast, the alternative of an income guaranteed, in what-
ever form, directly by the state has the advantage that the necessary institutions do not have to 
be dreamt up. State, treasury, and welfare benefits are already a reality. 
 
3. The final point concerns the supposedly unavoidable adaptation of legislation on national 
insurance and taxation. If the claim to non-work-dependent income is guaranteed, then every 
kind of wage-related income must be treated as liable for social security contributions. This 
points in the direction both of the elimination of the special provisions for 'minor employment', 
for which demands are already being made, and of the downward extension of liability to na-
tional insurance. Although such a move would mean that many workers in 'precarious' employ-
ment would finally obtain their own claim to security, and that the incentive to employers to 
break up normal jobs into small time packages would diminish. One would have to be prepared 
for objections from quite a different quarter, namely from those who live or proft from illicit work-
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ing. 
 
In this connection, there might have to be a decision of principle in favour of a non-
discriminatory guaranteed subsistence for those who 'bear the brunt' of the modernisation of 
industrial society. Such a decision would take the wind out of the sails of those who counter any 
ecologically dictated limit on production by pointing to the social hardship that will result. In 
what way do the measures proposed here  differ from the normal course of things? At the heart 
of both complexes lie opportunities for dealing with social differentiation through the establish-
ment of universal civil rights, rather than through the extension of legislation on poverty, of con-
tingency provisions, and of guarantees in regard to standards of living. Both complexes are 
informed by an insight summarized by Ralph Dahrendorf in a single sentence. 'The methods of 
work-based society are no longer sufficient to keep that society going' (Die Zeit, 17 Jan. 1986). 
 
Both proposals are concerned with creating socially acceptable options. They offer a wider cir-
cle of people increased opportunities to shape their individual situations and their situations in 
society. Of course, they result in costs, to the extent that people avail themselves of them. With 
the policy of optional working-time the problem of take-up by the wrong parties does not arise. 
The institution of a social income that includes wage-earning incentives increases individual 
prospects of one day being able to stop claiming that income. Instead of leading to a hardening 
of the divisions between social groups, such measures will facilitate movement between them. 
Besides this, they are strong enough to withstand social debate 
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CHAPTER 9 

 

 

THE GERMAN GREENS: PREPARING FOR A NEW BEGINNING? 

 

 

I    Introduction 

The German Greens are an exception.  Not because their career as a political party began rela-
tively early and thus secured attention for ecological issues in the political system of their coun-
try as early as the first half of the 1980s.  They are an exception because they have become, 
much more than any other 'green' party in Western Europe, the object—indeed the victim—of a 
myth.  Although the well-intentioned myths about Germany's Greens have fostered a positive 
view of the chances of Green parties in other countries, they nevertheless hinder understanding 
of the convoluted and irritating course of development followed by the party 'Die Grünen'.  Un-
less one knows the background to the Greens' emergence, and the problems associated with 
their organisation, their assimilation of experience, and their elaboration of strategy, one cannot 
understand why, in the process of German unification, the Greens ended up on the periphery of 
political events, and even lost their seats in the Bundestag. 
 
One of the chief myths is the notion that the foundation and early electoral successes of the 
German Greens were due to a particularly strong ecological-cum-pacifist mood in West Ger-
man society.  'Ecological issues' have indeed become a 'standard topic' in the media and 
amongst a large number of younger people, but this is not sufficient to account for the exist-
ence of the 'Greens'.  Unconditional pacifism and the tendency to engage in an ecological cri-
tique of civilisation are features confined to a tiny segment of the population, and to only a mi-
nority of Green voters.  Combative commitment to the environment was, in any case, not a 
German speciality: the anti-nuclear and environmental movement in 1970s France was mark-
edly stronger, but it was only about ten years later that a viable Green party came into being 
there.  Again, the West German subcultural milieu never attained the creativity and radiating 
power of the New Age 'consciousness revolution' which began on the West Coast of the United 
States in the 1960s and left its mark all over the world—even in places where Green parties 
have remained unheard of to this day. 
 
Also mythical is the belief that the German Greens are the successful creation of charismatic 
personalities such as Petra Kelly or Rudolf Bahro.  However important the role of such person-
alities was in bringing together groups and individuals during 1979 and 1980, the fate of the 
Greens took shape largely uninfluenced by the wishes and actions of their prominent found-
ers.(1)  Another myth, finally, is the notion that the activities and conflicts of the Greens were 
always, and primarily, concerned with the issue of ecology, with ecological values and the cri-
tique of industrialism.  There is a very important difference here between the picture which the 
media painted of the Greens (and which for many years determined public perception of them) 
and the issues on which they actually concentrated as they formulated their objectives and 
conducted their disputes.  Thus, until very recently, the Greens were accused of being a single-
issue party, although from the very beginning they had concerned themselves with the full 
range of global and social themes, as well as pursuing the ambitious programme of a move-
ment of democratic and moral renewal. 
 
The various chapters of this book, most of which were written as contributions to the strategic 
debate conducted in the circle around the Greens, would have remained unwritten if there were 
only those kinds of Greens evoked in the myths.  The real Greens, both members and party-



111 

 

officials, experienced a different reality: a deep gulf between favourable opportunities for effec-
tive social action on the one hand, and immense internal party difficulties on the other.  Many 
an internal conflict gave rise to hostilities that were more intense than any dispute with other 
parties.  If, despite this, one can currently observe a positive trend in the development of the 
Greens, this is due primarily to the commitment and sacrifice of countless local activists, who 
refused to trust in any favourable-looking trend, and, despite the factional disputes going on in 
all the different bodies, sought repeatedly to give public proof of the Greens' political potential. 
 
Whereas the other chapters of this book deal with the rival strategic concepts and material op-
tions of Green policy, this chapter attempts to plot out an interpretive framework within which 
questions about organisational development and organisational structure may be answered:  
What were the institutional conditions under which the unique phenomenon of 'greenness' 
emerged? (section 2)  What marks have the Greens left on society? (section 3)  What is the 
explanation for their dual ideological identity, (section 4) and for the ambivalent results of the 
grass-roots experiment? (section 5)  And finally, where do the Greens stand today, twelve years 
or so after their foundation and in an unexpectedly united Germany? (section 6)  The chapter 
closes with an analytical summary of the problems which any party of reform now faces in 
shaping itself. (section 7) 
 
 
II    Attractions and Handicaps: The Opportunity Structure 
 
Comparative political science views the emergence of the new social movements and Green 
parties in Western Europe as part of a profound change in the social structures of industrial 
society.  From this standpoint, the environmental movements and parties appear as new forms 
of participation by new social categories, namely the new middle classes.(2)  Unfortunately, 
however, this characterisation can only capture the common aspects of a phenomenon which 
presents itself in nationally and culturally highly varied permutations.  Since the phenomenon 
does not exist anywhere in a 'generalised' or 'average' form, it becomes interesting—and com-
prehensible—only through its peculiarities.  Thus it should come as no surprise that the emer-
gence, development, and prospects of the German Greens have all been influenced to a great 
degree by the peculiar historical-cum-cultural features of the Federal Republic. 
 
Naturally, the influence exerted on the Greens by historical/cultural factors can be seen clearly 
only when one looks back over a sizeable stretch of development.  As far as the shaping of 
political image is concerned, this influence has manifested itself in a decidedly 'left-green' bias, 
with strong traits of a 'generation-based party'.  For one thing, the party has maintained an out-
look on society and political conflict that was prevalent amongst substantial sections of its 
membership at the time of its foundation; in addition, the generations associated with the par-
ty's foundation—these are primarily contingents with birth-years falling between 1945 and 
1965—form a disproportionate percentage of the membership in relation to the population as a 
whole.  In somewhat overstated terms, one can say that the Greens still 'think' like their found-
ers, and—since their way of thinking is shared less and less by younger generations—they are 
also 'ageing' with their founders. 
 
In order to understand the political and cultural image of the Greens, one has to recall some of 
the peculiar features of German post-war history.  West Germany—here for once regarded not 
as a symbol of the economic miracle, but as a political/cultural syndrome—was obliged to 
'reinvent' the Germans' collective view of themselves, their social and political values, following 
the downfall of the Hitler regime.  As is well known, early post-war policy, i.e. the governments 
of Chancellor Adenauer, discharged this task through unconditional political and economic at-
tachment to the West, and through two equally resolute 'separations'.  One was the dissociation 
from National Socialism, and the other was the strict rejection of all things 'communist' or 
'socialist'.  These latter were equated with Stalinist domination and repression.(3) 
 
Both the climate of opinion, characterised as it was by repression and taboo, and the political 
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leanings of the Christian Democrat governments prevented the demarcation from National So-
cialism and from the crimes of the Hitler regime from being carried out as honestly and consist-
ently as was the rejection of everything that could be associated, however remotely, with any 
manifestation of 'Soviet domination'.  Thus it was that until well into the 1960s, official policy 
displayed an obsessive McCarthy-like anti-communism, whereas the National Socialist past 
was treated as a taboo subject, i.e. was suppressed from public discussion.  It is one of the 
paradoxes of post-war Germany that in 1956 the Communist Party (KPD) was outlawed, whilst 
associations of former SS and SA members were tolerated, and met with considerable success 
in their socio-political demands.  Later on, the infamous Berufsverbot or professional ban was 
introduced for use against any members of the German Communist Party (DKP)—labelled 
'extremists'—who wanted to work as teachers, railway workers, postmen, or civil/public serv-
ants.  During this same time, former Nazi judges were still at work, and concentration-camp 
superintendents who were being sought for murder and torture could expect their crimes even-
tually to come under the statute of limitations (until its application to Nazi murder was abolished 
in 1979). 
 
Post-war Germany was characterised not so much by social divisions as by moral/cultural and 
political 'cleavages'.  In comparison with the majority—probably 90 per cent—of consumer-
minded, security-oriented, and politically abstinent citizens, there was only a small minority of 
left-wing, left-liberal souls with an eye for the past and a critical attitude to cultural develop-
ments—though they were no more interested in institutional politics than were the majority.  It 
was only in the years around '1968' (now the symbol of democratic awakening) and as a 'joint 
product' of internal political democratisation and the external relaxation of relations with the 
East, and also as a belated effect of the student movement,(4) that the present liberal, pluralist 
society of the Federal Republic, with its capacity for self-critical analysis, emerged.  Only a 
generation after '1945', in the 1970s and 1980s, did knowledge of the National Socialist past 
combine with moral horror at the fact this that past had been possible and was irreparable. 
 
Only once did that Old German authoritarian state, with its unashamed propensity for stirring 
nationalist emotion, for snooping into people's political convictions, and for conducting witch-
hunts against intellectuals, seem to resurrect itself.  This was in 1977, a year of 'extreme 
events' in politics, the high point of a wave of left-wing terrorist actions(5) and the last surge of 
the mass movement against the construction of nuclear power stations.  A number of large-
scale demonstrations were literally fought down by police using quasi-military means.  If '1968' 
had been the symbol of a phase of liberalisation overloaded with utopian revolutionary ideas, 
'1977' became the negative symbol of a 'German autumn' which not only provoked justified 
worries in civilian society about politically motivated terror, but also served as a reminder of the 
dangers that emanate from a ruling élite that is unnerved but, equally, has great power of inter-
pretation and repression. 
 
When, from 1977, following the blossoming of the 'citizens' initiative' movement, 'green' elec-
toral associations began to be formed at local and state level, the protagonists of these groups 
regarded themselves as being motivated not only by considerations of the natural 'limits to 
growth', by the fear of a 'silent spring' (Rachel Carson), and by the risks of nuclear energy, but 
also by their desire for a genuinely democratic kind of politics, open to participation and moral 
scrutiny.  However, the greater willingness to take part in collective action which manifested 
itself in the extensive participation in civil action groups and mass demonstrations, was not 
transmitted to the political parties.  Whereas the social democrats had still managed, at the end 
of the 1960s, to recruit young people as members and supporters with their watchword of 
'daring more democracy', the Greens developed, from 1979, from a very small base of mem-
bers who were ready to undertake organising activities: representatives of the first 'green' lists, 
individual pioneers of the ecological critique of civilisation, disillusioned social democrats, and, 
last but not least, the remains of the groups and small-scale parties left over from the student 
movement—some of undogmatic 'socialist' bent, others of decidedly 'marxist-leninist' outlook. 
 
With this mixture of policy-related motives for participation and 'anti-capitalist' standpoints (as is 
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well known, the student movement was accompanied not only by the expansion of the educa-
tion system, but also by the return—with considerable impact—of Marxist and 'critical' theories 
to the universities), the Greens became the first party to succeed in defining itself discursively 
and independently(6) in terms of a quest for social reform, of criticism of the repression of Na-
tional Socialism, and of an anti-institutional understanding of politics and democracy.  In so do-
ing, they filled a gap in supply of a kind that was unknown in the political systems of other 
Western European states, namely the specific German lack of a socialist opposition, resulting 
from the division of the country, the Cold War, and the semi-official anti-communism.  They 
found themselves pushed into this role, and were simultaneously the subject and object of an 
unexpected 'push effect': as interlocutors and representatives of social minorities,(7) as sys-
tematic advocates of the effective enforcement of equal rights for women, as champions of 
egalitarian principles and morally sound decisions.(8)  It goes without saying that this brought 
pitfalls as well as opportunities: 'structural' overstrain of the Greens was to some extent prepro-
grammed.  The more pleasant consequences of the task of multiple representation will be dis-
cussed in the next section. 
 
The fact that the Greens did not collapse under this strain but managed rather to establish 
themselves within the network of political actors in the Federal Republic might be described as 
an effect of various institutional 'pull-factors'.  Thanks to comparative political research, these 
factors are well known, and mention of four special features of the Federal German political 
system will therefore suffice to give a rough picture of what, for many sceptical observers, was 
an unexpected chance of institutionalisation for the Greens. 
 
1. The first, and probably most important, condition of success is satisfied by German electoral 
law, under which all parties at the various levels of representation obtain parliamentary seats in 
proportion to the votes cast.  Whether a member of parliament has stood for election in a con-
stituency and and won that constituency, or whether she owes her mandate (parliamentary 
seat) solely to her place on her party's list of candidates (the so-called Landesliste) is of no sig-
nificance once the election is over.  This means that even parties with only small reserves of 
voters have some chance of success, and the securing of absolute majorities by a single party 
are the exception rather than the rule in the multi-party system that results from these arrange-
ments.  Thus the various parliaments are, in principle, open to any interest that shows itself 
capable of organisation and is able to win at least 5 per cent of the votes (this is the so-called 
Sperrklausel or 'barring clause').  In addition, because in certain circumstances majorities come 
about only when coalitions are formed between a number of parties, the 'small parties' also 
come in for consideration as potential participants in government. 
 
2. The 'five-per-cent-clause' performs the function of preventing a fragmentation of the party-
system.  It is supposed to ensure continuity and predictability.  Not every viewpoint, not every 
minority interest is to be able to send its own representative (or handful of representatives) to 
parliament.  As far as the creation of the Greens is concerned (who incidentally support the 
abolition of the Sperrklausel), this rule was a strong incentive—perhaps the decisive incentive—
to construct the party as an alliance of at least four variously oriented forces.  In addition to 
green, the 'spectrum of green colour-theory' contains a hefty dash of of 'red' (in the form of 
Marxist, Leninist, Maoist, Trotskyist, anarchist, and Spontaneist groups), as well as the some-
what weaker streak of 'lilac' of the feminist movement (Joachim Raschke, 1991, pp. 19—22).  
At any rate, had it not been for the institutional pressure to put aside the many differences that 
existed, the Greens would not have emerged in 1980, and not in this form.  But neither could 
any single current have asserted itself alone. 
 
3. The party system in the Federal Republic owes its stability not only to the 'constitutional 
patriotism' (Jürgen Habermas) of its citizens, but also to systematic precautions taken by the 
political parties, who were keen to safeguard themselves against unwelcome competition.(9)  
The CDU/CSU and SPD, operating as 'catch-all parties', came to an agreement very early on 
with the much smaller, and therefore organisationally very weak, Liberals (FDP) to 'unshackle' 
themselves from the fluctuating commitment of their members in regard to participation and 
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financial support: they created a legally based system of party-finance, the stoutest pillar of 
which is the so-called Wahlkampfkostenerstattung, or refund of electoral campaign costs.  Ac-
cording to this, all parties taking part in state or federal parliamentary election-campaigns and 
receiving at least 0.5 per cent of the vote are awarded a certain sum of money for every 
vote.(10)  Although on the one hand this arrangement makes the older parties markedly less 
dependent on voluntary commitment, and thus less dependent on the political will of their 
members, it also constitutes a kind of spur to innovation, operating to the benefit of small-scale 
parties which cannot themselves finance repeated candidacies.  Because, in accordance with 
democratic principles, the system of subsidy to parties begins to operate a long way below the 
five-per-cent hurdle, parties with shares of the vote between 1 and 5 per cent receive a reliable 
aid to organisation.  This explains why twenty to thirty other parties, besides the four parties in 
the Bundestag, regularly woo the voters.  And it also explains how an initially small party like 
the Greens, despite many handicaps and the absence of any donations by financially strong 
members (let alone industry), managed to build up a network of party offices and an electoral 
campaign organisation. 
 
4. Finally, the federative structure of the German political system provides comparatively fa-
vourable opportunities for new parties to develop.  It is relatively easy to acquire initial experi-
ence and a public profile through participation in local elections (for seats in the city council) or 
in elections for the state parliament.  The state parliaments and governments may be subject to 
federal decisions in many important areas, but because of their responsibility for education, for 
the promotion of the economy, for developmental and structural planning, and for monitoring 
local-authority operations, they offer many opportunities for 'new' political approaches to make 
their mark.  Less striking are the effects of the principle of democratic proportional representa-
tion which is part of German federalism.  According to this, representatives of all the parties 
present in parliament are, in time, sent to take part in consultative and supervisory organs of 
the most varied kinds.  In addition, members of parliament receive invitations to discussions 
and educational events—by no means uninfluential—at academic institutions associated with 
the Church, the trade unions, or the universities.  Thanks to the many opportunities for partici-
pation, even small parties can benefit from the multiplicatory effect of media coverage. 
 
Summarising the combined effect of these four elements of relative openness in the political 
system, one can say that the 'political opportunity structure' is definitely favourable as far as a 
green party is concerned.  As regards the chances of success for social movements, the re-
sponsiveness of established politics may appear slight, as Herbert Kitschelt (1986) observes; 
but for newly arrived political actors, the institutional obstacles are perfectly capable of being 
overcome.  Indeed: as long as it is possible to mobilise increased potential support and secure 
re-election, self-assertion within the political system brings a series of 'feelings of achievement'.  
The new actor receives incentives to view his survival as an endorsement of his political pro-
gramme and of his interpretation of reality, even though they contradict those of the other par-
ties.  In the case of the Greens, this meant not only that they were subject to the temptation to 
satisfy society's 'demand' for a resolutely left-wing party, but also that they found themselves 
being 'rewarded' with institutional recompenses and increasing opportunities for influence, the 
more they played this role.  In addition to the various advantages flowing from a gradual adap-
tation to the set forms and routines of the political system (on this, see the detailed analysis by 
Claus Offe, 1990), there were also premiums for non-adaptation and for the demonstrative pur-
suit of 'otherness'. 
 
 
III    The Greens as a Stimulus to Social Learning-Processes 
 
Society and politics in the 1980s were characterised not only by the revival of conservative and 
liberal forces but also by the rise of the Greens.  In 1983 they succeeded in getting into the 
Bundestag and won seats in nine out of eleven regional parliaments.(11)  Here and in countless 
municipal and district councils the agenda and style of political debates was transformed under 
the influence of the Greens.  It sometimes seemed as if the journalists in the press and in 
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broadcasting, and even individual civil servants in the various administrations, had just been 
waiting for the change initiated by the Greens: they seized on quite a few 'green' themes, pro-
vided the Greens with useful background information, and thus secured greater public atten-
tion.  The Greens did not function only as vehicles for environmental interests and the concerns 
of disadvantaged groups but also as monitors of the conduct of governments, mayors, and ad-
ministrations.  With great persistence they set about uncovering corruption, tacit partnerships 
between politicians and business, and instances where competencies had been exceeded.  
The influence of the Greens is thus scarcely measurable in terms of votes.  Their very presence 
, their politics, and even their internal disputes have left unmistakable marks.  Four points illus-
trate this. 
 
1. The general acceptance and 'normalisation' of the environmental issue, including the related 
problems of the link between the industrialised and developing countries, of agricultural policy, 
of energy policy, etc., are not, of course, due solely to the Greens.  But their effect as a catalyst 
and reinforcer of this set of issues was and is enormous.  By transporting the doubts, critical 
viewpoints, and anxieties of the social movements into the political system and securing a hear-
ing for 'counter-experts', they ensured greater variety in the relevant information and argu-
ments.  Thus, although the nuclear industry's abandonment of three large-scale projects(12) 
during the second half of the 1980s is not attributable directly to the activity of the Greens, the 
fact that politicians regarded the continuation of these projects as too costly is due chiefly to the 
changes which the Greens brought about in the criteria for determining political legitimacy and 
economic reasonableness.  A similarly unchartable strand of influence reaches into the envi-
ronmental ministries at state and federal level.  Because the SPD was forced, under competi-
tive pressure from the Greens, to develop a comprehensive environmental programme, the 
ruling CDU/CSU also found itself unable to carry on with its purely symbolic policy.  Measured 
against the situation in the 1970s, or the environmental policies of other countries, the 'material' 
effects brought about by the Greens appear considerable; measured against the much more 
rapid growth in the problems themselves and in the need for action, they continue to be inade-
quate.  Even in Germany, ecological factors are far from being regarded as the self-evident 
premisses for decisions relating to economic innovation and investment.  Thus, although Ger-
man environmental policy has attained a quite high level (as far as the strictness of standards 
for emission and licensing procedures are concerned), the majority of the population quite right-
ly considers that environmental problems are the most urgent and least satisfactorily handled 
political issues. 
 
2. Somewhat less striking but no less important is the political 'change of style' fostered (again, 
not caused solely) by the Greens.  Initially, the Greens had a tendency to champion their ideas 
of egalitarian political participation, of openness and transparency in the political debate, and of 
unmediated self-expression by concerned interests in a way that was not only provocative but 
also dogmatic and formalistic.  Nevertheless, positive effects of this confrontation are visible in 
many areas of politics, and even within rival parties.  Naturally, the established parties at first 
tried to deflect the barrage of 'radical' arguments against economic growth, against militarily 
based concepts of security, and against the multiplicity of social inequalities, and to classify 
Green reasoning as naïve, one-sided, and failing to take consequences into account.  But they 
did not succeed for very long with this approach.  Whether because of the dialectic of commu-
nicative understanding or because of the career-opportunities which up-and-coming 'non-green' 
politicians saw in a 'serious' approach to Green issues, the forms as well as the themes of 
'green' politics—and indeed something of the radical impetus of the early Greens—became part 
of political culture.  At the same time, toleration of unusual or differing views has also increased 
in civilian society.  A positive view of pluralism established itself, in which even the representa-
tives of the 'fundamentalist' position enjoyed respect and achieved a certain prominence in the 
media.  Mention should also be made of the successes brought about by the Green-inspired 
'feminisation' of politics, initially confined to the symbolic but now a yardstick for women's de-
mands and women's presence in all political bodies (women are often more strongly represent-
ed than men in the official bodies of the Greens).  The Greens' intensive experiments with 
'grass-roots' forms of operation had a similar effect.  It seems as if the predictability of the lower 
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levels has gradually diminished in other parties as well, as if those at the top of the organisation 
can no longer rely so easily on the 'obedience' of their members, or ensure discipline simply via 
the allocation of official positions and career opportunities. 
 
3. One of the surprising, and perhaps paradoxical, effects brought about by the Greens is the 
reinforcement of left–right polarisation in inter-party rivalry.  This has several causes.  One is 
related to the 'political ecology' developed by the Greens.  The ecological approach would be 
doomed to failure if there were not simultaneous and equally serious attempts to champion the 
material needs of the poorest members of society.  An environmental policy that relied solely on 
change in individual behaviour appeared ineffective, whereas comprehensive intervention by 
the state in the economic process seemed indispensable.  Given that environmental interven-
tions are necessarily mainly restrictive in character, it was calculated that there would have to 
be trade-offs in terms of income and employment.  The Greens therefore attached great im-
portance to social guarantees for workers.  They pledged to offset the material burdens occa-
sioned by environmental policy. 
 
In order to fulfil this promise, the Greens had to enter into competition with social democracy in 
the field of social policy—thus contributing further to the new left–right polarisation.  Following 
its fall from government in 1982, the SPD was in the process of trying, by means of compre-
hensive employment and social programmes, to suppress recollection of the fact that it was not 
a conservative but a social democratic government—that of Helmut Schmidt—which had initi-
ated the roll-back in social policy.  Because the SPD was afraid it would lose voters to the 
Greens, it declared itself to be the only socially responsible party and castigated its new rival, 
the Greens, for focusing exclusively on the environment and for not paying any attention to the 
unemployed or to workers affected by crisis.  The unjust accusation of hostility to the workers 
greatly affected the Greens, who saw themselves as both critical of capitalism and socially ori-
ented.  They responded with even more voluminous programmes of social action, which, like 
those of the Social Democrats, adhered to Keynsian logic.  But because both business and a 
majority of the electorate were against the idea of higher taxes and higher public borrowing, the 
Greens soon fell into the same attractiveness and credibility trap as the SPD.  An intense com-
petition for precedence in determining opinion within the left-wing spectrum of voters widened 
the gulf with the government and hindered the updating of both the SPD's and the Greens' pro-
grammes.(13) 
 
Finally, the internal competition between Green 'pragmatists' and the ethically motivated 
'fundamentalists', may be seen as a fourth causative factor in the increased polarisation.  The 
latter group, who lost their dominant position in the formation of the Greens' political goals and 
objectives only in 1989, did not just reject any form of continuous political co-operation between 
Greens and Social Democrats but attempted to depict the SPD as a party of 'right-wing' bent, 
which now differed only in minor traits from the ruling conservatives.  Under fundamentalist 
dominance, the Greens narrowed down the ecological dispute to class conflict and assumed 
the role of 'linesman' in the party system.  They disallowed any other lines of conflict—besides 
the crude left–right dimension—along which political alliances, particularly with the Social Dem-
ocrats, might have been concluded. 
 
4. The most significant success produced by this competition between Greens and Social 
Democrats is undoubtedly the transformation in programme and 'style' undergone by the SPD.  
The one-time bastion of 'socio-technocratic' state-interventionism, as represented by ex-
Chancellor Helmut Schmidt and the former Defence Minister Hans Apel, is scarcely recognisa-
ble any longer.  As well as 'green' terminology, the SPD adopted various items from the Greens' 
programme of action in the areas of energy and environmental policy, global economic policy 
and policy on development, and even peace and (military) security policy.  This was both the 
result of an unconscious 'learning response' to changes in the SPD's constituency(14), and the 
intentional effect of a competitive strategy initiated by Oskar Lafontaine.  Lafontaine,who, with 
his unorthodox political proposals and enthusiasm for controversy, has contributed greatly to 
the revival of German politics (yet was defeated in the 1990 federal elections by Kohl, the 



117 

 

'chancellor of unity'), had from the outset regarded the Greens as a force to be reckoned with—
and had overstrained them with his strategy of tactical embrace.  Those sections of the SPD 
which drew their inspiration from Lafontaine (notably in the states of Saarland, Berlin, Schles-
wig-Holstein, Niedersachsen, Hessen, and Rheinland-Pfalz) adapted a part of the Green range 
of ideas and surprised the Greens, whenever the electoral results seemed to permit this, by 
putting forward proposals for the formation of joint administrations.  By so doing, they stoked up 
the internal dispute between the co-operation-minded Realos and the identity-obsessed Fundis, 
each of whom occupied diametrically opposed positions on the question of a 'red–green' coali-
tion. 
 
Whatever the result of the conflict, it redounded to the advantage of the SPD: if the fundamen-
talists won the day, this seemed to prove to the voters that the Greens were politically incapa-
ble, and the SPD could then regularly reap a substantial percentage of the 'green' vote for itself 
at the next election; if, on the other hand, the pragmatists amongst the Greens got their way, 
the SPD gained a coalition partner with which it shared a greater area of agreement than with 
the Free Democrats (FDP), and it then had good chance, working on the basis of joint suc-
cesses, of building up a new, 'ecological' image, which would improve its prospects with young-
er voters.  One problematic consequence of this double game, however, is that the SPD is 
transforming itself rather too quickly into a 'post-modern' party, i.e. the rate at which it is mod-
ernising its image is greater than that of the (post-) modernisation of attitudes amongst its con-
stituency.  In the working-class milieu, which is traditionally union-oriented and of industrial-
conservative bent, 'Auntie SPD's' new style is frowned upon.  One section of the constituency is 
migrating to the conservatives.  The poor figure cut by the SPD in the five 'new' federal states is 
a sign of this dilemma: the modern SPD, which was sceptical in regard to German unity, which 
would like to see a change in the Federal Republic's 'tried and tested' constitution, and which 
for the most part condemned the Gulf War and regards the delegation of German soldiers to 
take part in UN operations as a prelude to the remilitarisation of German politics—this party is 
regarded by many classical SPD voters as a populist version of the Greens.  The competition 
from the Greens, the 'Lafontaine' strategy of adopting Green issues, and a number of very suc-
cessful red–green coalitions in various states have helped the SPD achieve a new and, in the 
long term, promising image.(15)  That what is involved here is not mere superficial retouching 
of the party-image but irreversible changes is demonstrated by the fate of the right-wing Social 
Democrats: they have lost some of the key positions of influence in the parliamentary party, the 
national executive, and the cabinets of the state governments. 
 
 
IV    The Greens' Dual Identity 
 
A brief glance has already been cast, in the second point of the last section, at the history of the 
Greens' internal conflict.  Because the background to this conflict, and the forms it has taken, 
are one of the most misunderstood aspects of the Greens, it deserves somewhat closer inspec-
tion.  For this, we may turn to social-scientific analyses which deal with the Greens' fundamen-
tal conflict not (or not only) from the point of view of committed Green activists,(16) but (also) 
from that of a critical observer concerned to understand the phenomenon.  This is the approach 
that characterises the empirical studies conducted by Herbert Kitschelt (1989) and Joachim 
Raschke (1991), from which at least the first two of the following three points derive. 
 
In contrast to what uncritical admirers of the Greens (e.g. Fritjof Capra and Charlene Spretnak, 
1984) suggest, there is almost no proof of the development of a common basic stance or cen-
tral idea amongst the German Greens.  This thesis naturally does not dispute the existence of 
diverse proposals for a unified Green philosophy; it simply records the differences—indeed the 
rivalry—between these.  The great susceptibility of the Greens to ideological conflict is to be 
explained by the peculiar nature of issues in the 'new politics' (Kai Hildebrandt and Russell Dal-
ton, 1978): there is no central 'cleavage' along the lines of the 'labour versus capital' split; in-
stead there is a multiplicity of conflictual aspects touching on almost all social spheres—from 
production, through upbringing and education, state and law, science and technology, to pat-
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terns of consumption and individual life-styles.  There is no one concise 'key issue', and no 
permanent 'prime enemy'.  As far as the choice of political ends and means is concerned, facile 
dichotomies between 'true and false', 'good and evil', 'us and them', are of little use.  What is 
required is well-considered decisions that take account of reciprocal relations and learning-
processes.(17)  The unclear and fluctuating conflictual structure manifests itself in problems of 
orientation—after all, a party can secure its existence only if it can rely on the stable involve-
ment of its members, and those members, in their turn, are most easily recruited where there 
are a number of fundamental shared convictions.  Given that the Greens' orientation problem 
springs from a 'simultaneous radicalisation of problems and deradicalisation of the means 
available for solving these' (Joachim Raschke, 1991, p. 39), radicalisation of thought and desire 
is one way of still being able to stabilise group-identity and involvement. 
 
This is one reason—probably the main reason—why catastrophic scenarios, apocalytpic fore-
casts, and an impassioned critique of civilisation and capitalism were such marked features of 
the 'philosophy' of the early Greens.  Radicalness in diagnoses and therapies promised on the 
one hand to offset the lack of a fully-developed theory—a lack of which those concerned had 
been painfully aware since the crisis of Marxism.  On the other hand, reference to a radicalised 
concept of politics provided a means of containing the difficulties occasioned by the model of 
identity prevalent in the new social movements: that model is subjective, particularist, and 
marked by a strong preference for autonomy which runs counter to the requirements of any 
kind of formal organisation.  But there was another reason why ecological fundamentalism be-
came the most influential current of opinion during the Greens' initial phase.  The income from 
official party-funding did not suffice to establish local party-offices with paid officials in every 
locality.  Quite apart from the fact that paying party workers an appropriate wage would have 
violated grass-roots principles, it was vital to recruit committed members for voluntary, unpaid 
work.  As Herbert Kitschelt (1989) shows, only those members who derived some 'private 
benefit'—the corroboration of their own philosophical standpoint by others, or involvement in 
important organisational decisions—would undertake poorly paid, or even unpaid, work for the 
party.(18) 
 
Of course, the fundamentalists did not have a monopoly on the organisation; they had to share 
power with adherents of a basically moderate view of politics, who, because they had partici-
pated in the foundation of the party and because conditions of entry to the party were 'lax', 
could not be refused membership.  However, because the fundamentalists were the ones who 
continually devoted themselves to the development of the organisation and, until very recently, 
held the majority in party congresses, they had a monopoly on the intellectual interpretation of 
the party's image.  It was thanks to this monopoly that there occurred what for outsiders was an 
astonishing reversion to the traditions of the early workers' movement, to its rhetoric and its 
schemes of institutional reform (expropriation and socialisation of the means of production, es-
tablishment of a system of councils in addition to parliament, integration and equalisation of 
systems of social security).  At the same time, issues concerning the organisational 'form' of 
politics were declared to be key political issues: on the one hand via the establishment and 
impassioned defence of grass-roots principles (the problems associated with this will be dis-
cussed in the next section), and on the other hand by a fetishisation of the role of the parlia-
mentary opposition.  True to the principle that political practice consists primarily in the manifes-
tation of identities and intentions, parliament was to be used only as a 'stage', not as a means 
of participating in the elaboration of political decisions, let alone the formation of governmental 
coalitions. 
 
Strictly speaking, the ideological predominance of fundamentalism was broken not so much by 
'better' arguments from the pragmatists, but by side-effects of the growth in the Green constitu-
ency.  Lobbyism and parliamentarism contributed greatly to the change in image and in the pro-
cesses whereby demands and objectives were formulated.  I shall deal first with the function of 
Green 'lobbyists', who come in two versions.  The first are advocates of the kinds of specific 
collective interests which figure in the list of issues of 'new politics': e.g. representatives of citi-
zens' initiatives, of environmental or conservation groups, of women's refuges, of ?.  The se-
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cond group consists of lobbyists who represent not only collective interests but also legitimate 
individual interests, namely those involved in self-managed businesses or projects (production 
companies, bookshops, alternative newspapers, cultural centres, music and theatre groups).  
The 'lobby faction' regularly succeeded in persuading the fundamentalists to support particular-
ised, more realistic and more short-term political objectives.  In return, they gave their backing 
to the fundamentalists when it was a question of occupying positions of influence or of defend-
ing 'radical' formulas of identity against the pragmatists' practical view of politics. 
 
However, because the 'lobbyists' now and again—e.g. before important election-dates—allied 
themselves with the 'pragmatists', they were able to hold fundamentalism in check and to stop 
the pragmatists leaving the Greens.  Although the champions of ecological and social special 
interests began by being scarcely less radical than the convinced fundamentalists, as they ex-
perienced the (individual and collective) benefits of parliamentarism, their view of politics came 
closer to that of the pragmatists.  As experts or 'specialist politicians', they enjoyed a certain 
amount of attention in the media and were respected even by officials of other parties—a fact 
which had a beneficial effect on the interests which they represented.  It gradually became ob-
vious how much social influence the Greens were throwing away when they did not, like the 
other parties, steer their followers towards vacant posts in civil and public service (e.g. as 
mayors, public administrators, judges, or school heads).  As the political weight of the 'lobby 
politicians' in the Greens increased, so too did their dissatisfaction with the fundamentalists' 
anachronistic approach to conflict, which threatened to squander the hard-won influence that 
had been gained within the political system.  But it was only in 1988 that they determined to 
organise a third Green current, under the name 'Aufbruch' or 'New Beginning'.(19) 
 
Given the triply fragmented way in which the Greens' experience was shaped, it is no surprise 
that their image continues to be a disunited one.  The tendency to identify adversaries solely as 
a means of reinforcing the party's own identity, and to evoke an inexorable apocalypse has, it is 
true, been curbed; but the makeshift solution of borrowing various elements from the labour 
movement (expropriation, council systems) is still current practice.  The 'anti-capitalist' impetus 
is also kept alive through ideological 'rivalry' with certain sections of the unions and of social 
democracy which see themselves as (eco)socialist.  For a long time, this meant that radical but 
politically ineffective criticism was regarded as an alternative to practicable environmental inter-
vention, e.g. in the spheres of energy, waste, and transport policy.  The internal party scepti-
cism in regard to a policy of reform that is necessarily incrementalist but is rejected by the other 
parties as 'going too far' has now given way to a positive attitude.  The Greens too have learned 
to appreciate the 'effects' of their parliamentarians and ministers.  However, the competition to 
appear as 'left-wing' as possible, from which even the pragmatists could not escape, has pre-
vented the elaboration of all those proposals which aim at a loosening of society's dependence 
on economic development and thus damage the vested interests of workers as well.(20)  Again, 
the idea that at the end of the twentieth century capitalism should more appositely be thought of 
as a kind of drug-dependency of the whole of society, and no longer as a kind of fist-fight in-
volving only capital and labour, was one that did not occur to the majority of Green politicians. 
 
 
V    Organisational Democracy as a Test of Self 
 
As is well known, the Greens' approach to politics has a formal as well as a material (or policy-
oriented) side.  There has been an attempt, through the choice of organisational structures and 
procedural rules, to take account of the fact that attitudes and preferences do not simply flow 
into the party from outside but are also shaped by the party itself, indeed are in some cases 
self-generated—i.e. endogenous.  What the party wants and how it acts is dependent to an 
important degree on how it is organised.   In order to guarantee the effective operation of mem-
bers' interests—which in bureaucratic organisations and hierarchical decision-making struc-
tures are often at a disadvantage—the Greens expressly pledged themselves to the principles 
of 'grass-roots democracy'.  These principles are familiar from the anarchist and syndicalist 
traditions of the labour movement.  The Greens established the principle of the rotation of offi-
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cial posts, which allows for short periods of office (from one to two years)(21) and excludes re-
election of office-holders.  They prohibited the simultaneous holding of a number of offices, par-
ticularly the combination of a party office and a parliamentary mandate (the 'incompatibility 
rule').  They experimented with the imperative mandate, which binds delegates to the resolu-
tions of the body that has delegated them.  And they tried (prompted also by a lack of money) 
to fulfil most organisational tasks using voluntary, honorary, and unpaid workers rather than a 
paid staff.(22)  Not much importance was attached to the decisions of executive committees 
and elected functionaries.  What was expected of the latter was not so much political initiative 
and organisational capacity but a readiness to ensure that the resolutions taken by members' 
and delegates' conferences were put into practice.   
 
The effects of Green grass-roots democracy were, to put it cautiously, highly ambivalent.  
Above all, one has to distinguish between the effects which it had outside the Greens and those 
which it had inside—i.e. for the Greens themselves.  The 'external' effects of the Green experi-
ment in democracy can be adjudged to have been unreservedly positive, and may be said to 
continue to be felt to this day.  The fact that organisations could not only function but also be 
politically effective without permanent functionaries, provided members occupied a 'strong' po-
sition and there was a high degree of transparency in all (formal) procedures, came as a posi-
tive surprise.  There was a 'radiating power', which affected many other organisations (e.g. ten-
ants' and consumers' associations), setting them under pressure to democratise.  One has to 
bear this in mind when one assesses the internal effects, which appear much less favourable. 
 
Grass-roots principles are typically justified with arguments such as those developed by the 
party-sociologist Robert Michels (1962) in explaining the emergence of an 'iron law of 
oligarchy'.  Division of labour, power hierarchies, and expert knowledge alienate elected lead-
ers from their constituency, so that the latter's will is either ignored or, indeed, changed into its 
opposite.  It was principally the fundamentalists amongst the Greens who wished to preclude 
this kind of scenario of detachment, in which those who represent members' interests are wont 
to change into charismatic leaders who end up managing to impose their own personal will on 
the membership.  In fact, however, the situation of the Greens, as Herbert Kitschelt's precise 
analysis shows (1989, pp. 68–73), cannot be likened to the relationship between members and 
leaders in the Social Democratic Party of the Kaiserreich.  Members of the Green Party have 
access to sufficient information and resources to be able to ensure that their interests are en-
forced.  The party does not have an organisational monopoly, with no alternative available; nor 
are its members prevented by any subjective or institutional factors from themselves seeking 
higher-ranking offices within it.  Quite the contrary.  Provided they act jointly and not purely indi-
vidually, members who are at all informed or articulate have a relatively good chance of helping 
to determine the course of the party by means of 'voice' and (the threat of) 'exit'. 
 
The problems posed by the relationship between members and party are quite different ones in 
the case of the Greens.  Because the overwhelming majority of the members come from the 
new middle classes, the Greens are presented with some very varied subjective motives for 
participation.  The members do have some normative attitudes in common, but their commit-
ment is based not on any binding ethic but on a desire for self-fulfilment and on high expecta-
tions as to the direct benefit of political action.  The preconditions for stable group-solidarity are 
thus scarcely satisfied.  If party-life makes great demands on members—e.g. by having meet-
ings dominated by ideological controversies and an excess of formal issues—the commitment 
of the 'average' member quickly dissipates.  This discontinuous pattern of participation, punctu-
ated by 'shifting involvements (Albert O. Hirschman, 1982), became a typical feature of the 
Greens.  Problems developed which were not healed but aggravated by grass-roots principles. 
 
The formal application of the principle of rotation, of the incompatibility rule, and of various oth-
er forms of 'grass-roots monitoring' of elected party representatives produced the same sort of 
tendencies to alienation and detachment as are claimed for a rigid ruling hierarchy.  Instead of 
a lively organisational democracy, what often developed was a 'culture of distrust' (Kitschelt, 
1989, p. 72).  The most serious effects were those brought about by rotation and the incompat-
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ibility rule.  They prevented the accumulation of experience and the building-up of stable infor-
mational and communication links with other actors inside and outside the party.  The tight 
chronological and functional restriction on the mandates ran counter to the interdependent na-
ture of the problems with which Green politics is concerned.  Because party functionaries and 
members of parliament were not allowed to stand for office again, they lost an important incen-
tive to communicate with the grass roots—they 'became detached' and concerned themselves 
only with that which they personally considered to be important.  Accountability and willingness 
to assume responsibility dwindled.  Because there was a strict ban on plurality even of party 
offices (e.g. a member of the regional executive committee could not also be treasurer of the 
local party organisation), an important channel of communication between the different levels of 
the organisation was lost. 
 
Two—fatal—consequences in particular are to be regretted.  In the first place, a disproportion 
developed between the large number of posts that had to be filled and the meagre stock of 
members that were sufficiently qualified and motivated to fill them.  As a result, individuals had 
to be called on who appeared unsuitable.  The only rudiments of competition to be observed, if 
there was any competition at all, emerged when candidates had to be selected for parliamen-
tary seats.  In the second place, the party soon became fragmented into a multiplicity of differ-
ent spheres of action, in which actors operated in parallel or against each other, instead of co-
operating.  At local, state, and federal levels the bodies in which posts had to be filled included 
not only executive committees and delegates' conferences, but also supervisory forums (fi-
nance and steering committees) and twenty to thirty specialist working-parties.  Because dele-
gates and grass-roots representatives are only willing to commit themselves on a discontinuous 
basis, the various conferences have a greatly fluctuating make-up, with a high proportion of 
first-timers and last-timers.  In 1990, the executive committee chairperson Ruth Hammerbacher 
complained in her farewell speech that the basic principle which the Greens had established—
namely, the 'principle of division rather than that of meaningful connection'—was a false one, 
indeed that they had made the 'lopping-off of connections into a systematic practice'.  Herbert 
Kitschelt (1989, p. 72) diagnoses a structure of 'fragmented, compartmentalised "stratarchies"'. 
 
Grass-roots democracy became an arena chiefly for two groups of actors.  On the one hand, 
there were those who regarded the formal principles of grass-roots democracy as having great 
value in themselves—these were the (mainly younger) fundamentalists.  Their concern to 
pledge the party to strict definitions of identity coincided with the opportunities made available 
to them for gaining self-knowledge and self-fulfilment in public roles and in exciting party-
conferences.  On the other hand, informal networks began to form within the different wings, 
the members of which prepared the formal decisions through covert arrangements and took it 
in turns to occupy the most influential posts.  The latter happened in full accord with the rotation 
principle, since this only prohibited standing again for the last-held post, but not for a different 
one.  These two groups determined the shape of the party's work in many areas, and they fur-
nish most of the delegates who are present on a continuous basis.  A certain mis-match already 
exists between the motives for participation in a strongly reform-minded party and the complexi-
ty of the problems and tasks which are to be considered, and the difficulties associated with the 
design of the organisation are multiplied if the party is seen as a means of attaining direct satis-
faction of 'aesthetic organisational' interests, in addition to comprehensive social reforms.  The 
directness and ease of evaluation of organisation-related objectives gives such objectives al-
most automatic precedence over the complex, long-term social goals.  Bureaucratic rule is not 
the only regime able to pervert the claim to a viable and worthwhile society; grass-roots democ-
racy can also do this. 
 
If the well-considered balancing of different democratic principles (such as representation, par-
ticipation, pluralism, and accountability) is abandoned in favour of one single principle, this may 
satisfy participatory desires but it also frustrates participatory motives.  The motives of those 
who wish to participate not so much for reasons of self-fulfilment but more in the interests of 
long-term collective goals remain unrealised.  The predominance of the one democratic princi-
ple destroys the others' chances of being realised.  When one looks at the situation from this 
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point of view, the fundamental problem of the Greens become clear: 'They are unable to com-
bine legitimacy and efficiency' (Joachim Raschke, 1991, p. 10).  What they regard as legiti-
mate—namely laxer rules of membership and a high degree of fluctuation, institutionalised dis-
trust and intense self-reflection—is inefficient as far as intervention in society is concerned.  
The things that would be efficient—the fostering of creativity, the ability to communicate and co-
operate, the delegation of responsibility for a fixed term, the acknowledgement and corrobora-
tion of successful work—are considered illegitimate.  When the Greens failed to secure entry 
into the first all-German parliament in December 1990, they were not just paying the penalty 
with the voters for having shown themselves indecisive and petty-minded vis-à-vis the historic 
opportunity offered by unification; their predicament was also a consequence of their irritating 
'performance', a result of the distrust fomented by Greens against other Greens. 
 
 
VI    Where Do the Greens Stand Today? 
 
The failure in the federal elections of 1990 profoundly shocked the Greens.  All wings of the 
party, apart from the fundamentalist 'radical ecologists' around Jutta Ditfurth, reacted with im-
passioned self-criticism.  In spring 1991 the organisation's constitution was reformed by a na-
tional delegates' conference: compulsory rotation was abolished, the incompatibility rule was 
toned down,(23) conditions of pay for executive-committee members were changed, a proce-
dure for postal ballots was introduced, and the filling of posts on the national steering commit-
tee was assigned to the regional executives.  These organisational modifications are being ap-
plied to a party which, under the pressure of considerable changes in its milieu, is beginning to 
project a different ideological image.(24)  These changes are: 1) the erosion of Green funda-
mentalism, and 2) the consequences of the break-up of the GDR. 
 
1. Fundamentalism started to lose support when the option of red–green coalitions began to 
appear a viable one in more and more states.  This in its turn was due more to the growing dis-
satisfaction of the voters with conservative–liberal coalitions than to any attractive proposals of 
reform put forward by the SPD and Greens.  A certain weariness with the same old fundamen-
talist plea for a critical attitude to the system and for abstinence from politics, a fall in the num-
ber of votes won in the fundamentalist strongholds, and the seemingly attractive opportunitites 
offered by participation in government meant that even in erstwhile 'radical' regional executive 
committees majorities emerged in favour of political co-operation and policies of reform. 
 
The readiness of the West Berlin Greens (AL) to form a municipal administration with the SPD 
in 1989 gave the impression of a real breakthrough to a productive conception of politics.(25)  It 
was the second instance of a red–green administration, the first being the red–green coalition 
in Hessen, renewed in 1990.  The pattern was followed shortly afterwards by the Greens in 
Niedersachsen.  The traditional alliance between fundamentalists and 'left-wingers' in the re-
gional executives of Nordrhein-Wesfalen, Schleswig-Holstein, and Hamburg began to collapse.  
As late as 1990, the 'eco-socialists' around Rainer Trampert and Thomas Ebermann left the 
Greens; in spring 1991 the 'radical ecologists' around Jutta Ditfurth announced their depar-
ture.(26)  The rump consisted of moderate 'left-wingers', now transformed into critics of the fun-
damentalism which they had previously supported.  There is now a ubiquitous willingness 
amongst them to team up with the pragmatists, their erstwhile pet enemies, a factor which 
strengthens the party's capacity for integration and action in most states.  Since spring 1991, 
the national executive committee itself has been made up of a majority of pragmatic 'left-
wingers', and these are striving to establish a relationship of co-operation with prominent prag-
matists of ministerial status (in particular Joschka Fischer, the Green Environment Minister in 
Hessen). 
 
Any appraisal of this change of image will necessarily register a 'narrowing-down' of the spec-
trum of Green positions.  On the one hand, the Greens have seen the departure not only of the 
spokespersons of fundamentalism but also of prominent pragmatists (such as Thea Bock and 
Otto Schily, who are now SPD MPs in the Bundestag).  On the other hand, the internal conclu-
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sion of peace between pragmatists and left-wingers has meant that the middle-of-the-road cur-
rent operating under the label 'New Beginning' now feels itself pushed to the periphery.  Since it 
began in 1988, the 'New Beginning' itself has changed character.  Originally intended as a melt-
ing-pot for specialised (lobby) interests and as a mediator between the mutually hostile Realo 
and Fundi camps, it is now the sole group in which any reflection occurs about the central ideas 
and fundamental issues relating to the Green concept of politics—an activity that occurs in op-
position both to the simplistic left–right thinking of the 'left-wingers' and to the pragmatism of the 
Realpolitiker. 
 
2. The collapse of the socialist states of Eastern Europe, the flow of refugees from the GDR, 
the end of the SED regime, and, finally, the unification of the two German states constituted 
another shock for which the Greens were unprepared.  Their political activity was geared to 
overcoming confrontation between the blocs and achieving equality of rights and understanding 
between them; it did not aim for the 'triumph of the West'.  They had always advocated ac-
ceptance of the dual statehood of Germany and the extension of co-operative relations be-
tween the GDR and FRG.  The Greens were far from being supporters of state socialism, and, 
through their long years of support for civil rights activists in the USSR, Czechoslovakia, Po-
land, and the GDR, they had helped reinforce the movement for democracy; at the same time, 
however, they appreciated real socialism as a counterweight to the power pretensions of the 
Western alliance, and also as a symbol of the 'counter-system'.  There was always the idea that 
at least the experiences that had been gathered under socialism could be used as material for 
a fundamental restructuring of capitalism.  Even Gorbachev's 'perestroika' evoked ambivalent 
feelings, because it was unclear whether its aim was to improve or to abolish Soviet com-
munism; but the actual end of the socialist system initially left the Greens utterly speech-
less.(27) 
 
Understandably, the West German Greens felt affinities primarily with the left-wing and ecologi-
cal sections of the civil-rights movements in the GDR.  They supported both their attempts to 
organise themselves as well as the goal of converting the GDR into what would be a second 
democratic but the first 'social-ecological' (because non-capitalist) German state.  The explo-
sive growth in the East German population's desire for arrangements to be made as quickly as 
possible for them to live in the same state and enjoy the same living-conditions as the West 
Germans astonished the whole left-wing movement in West Germany, including the Social 
Democrats.  East German civil-rights movements, East and West German Greens, and the 
majority of Social Democrats opposed the course to unification which the government and 
Chancellor Helmut Kohl succeeded in pushing through in the face of the erstwhile allies and, in 
particular, the USSR.  However, the standpoint of the German left, which was somewhat ro-
mantic and sidestepped the real needs, was not well received by the voters in West or East 
Germany.  Because the East German Greens and social movements also gave in to the temp-
tation to indulge in profuse self-reflection, they have as yet been unable to solve the problem of 
their fragmentation into a handful of parallel, small-scale organisations.  They managed to over-
throw a state, but their influence on the subsequent process of unification and on current de-
velopments in the new Germany has been minimal.  There is, quite rightly, talk of the decline of 
the West German left (cf. Padgett and Paterson, 1991).  Even if one adds the votes of the post-
communist PDS to the votes of the SPD, Greens, and citizens' movements, the 'strength' of the 
left at the national level now amounts to only 41 per cent of total votes.  The German parties of 
the left are currently stuck in the minority ghetto. 
 
This means that there is for the present no prospect of the Greens and Social Democrats oust-
ing the Kohl government and bringing a 'social and ecological turn-around' to the Federal Re-
public.  The 'narrowing' of the Green spectrum, the loss of seats in the Bundestag(28) and a 
jading of the willingness to enter into grand debates about future schemes make the Greens 
currently appear weaker than they really are.  All observers do believe, however, that the Green 
will 'survive', even if they do not reappear that quickly in the seat of government.  The voters 
have long since come to regard them as an indispensable part of local and regional politics.  At 
the level of the national party, where the great issues of world-view and strategy were debated, 
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the Greens have caused as much disappointment as they have attracted attention.  All in all, 
therefore, their absence from national politics need not be adjudged negative.  One feature that 
is problematic, however, is the lack of incentives in the present situation for overcoming weak-
ness of ideas and for developing an autonomous left-ecological strategy of reform, independent 
of the distributive interests of the Social Democrats and trade unions.  Confining oneself to eco-
logical reforms which at best impinge only on the purses of big earners, no longer seems ap-
propriate, given the state of the problem and the wealth of Western industrial societies.  How-
ever, any other, more thorough-going reforms presuppose a transformation of priorities and 
institutions, and these, in their turn, can be brought about only by well-founded arguments, at-
tractive partial goals, and judicious strategies based on a well-developed awareness of one's 
opponents.  Only in the wake of institutional change can desires for more thorough-going 
changes develop.  The first phase of this endogenous moulding of political preferences was 
inaugurated by the Greens during the 1980s..  Will they also be able to give the signal for a 
second new beginning? 
 
 
VII    Two Analytical Conclusions 
 
The Green experiment contains a wealth of valuable experience.  This seems as yet scarcely to 
have been tapped, let alone put to use by the Green Party in shaping itself.  Instead of provid-
ing a summary, I should like to close this chapter by outlining two perspectives on key problems 
of the Greens.  These relate to the particular problems associated with rational operation in 
ambient conditions which, from the one perspective may be viewed as systemic links, i.e. a 
web of non-linear causalities, and from the other as an interdependence between strategic ac-
tors. 
 
1. The prolific attempts of the social movements (and the early Greens) to awaken a sense of 
'involvement' amongst people and to move them to take part in collective protest-actions or to 
become members of the party through exaggerated diagnoses of problems, catastrophic sce-
narios, and a radicalised conception of the enemy, were by no means unsuccessful.  Funda-
mentalist arguments appear neither illogical nor ineffective.  Yet they have no effect on the 
causal structure of the problems which are the butt of their disapproval.  There is no channel of 
influence leading from intensely felt involvement and moral rigorism to causal therapies in the 
form of institutional changes aimed at bringing about certain effects.  Every material or institu-
tional change (of laws, of the premisses on which legal decisions are based, or of collective 
interpretations of how things hang together) seems to be indebted to at least one additional 
factor, namely knowledge of the existence of alternatives that can be implemented with a rea-
sonable amount of effort.  Moral reasoning may strive to raise the threshold of reasonableness, 
but success is dependent on realisable alternatives.  Alternatives that are inadequate or lacking 
in credibility do not appear to be increased in value by being linked to an appeal for greater 
individual sacrifice.  The fact that the moral fundamentalism of radical ecology, or of 'deep 
ecology', is geared to the generation only of the need for action but not of alternatives for ac-
tion, is what makes it politically weak.  Viewed thus, fundamentalism is parasitic, because it 
remains dependent on the readiness of those with 'other' motives to engage in pragmatic ac-
tion. 
 
What we have here is probably a problem located in the overlap between individual psychology 
and cognitive science—one that we regularly observe when emotional affectedness vis-à-vis 
'global' problems is accompanied by a resolute rejection of the decision-making calculus relat-
ing to 'local' political alternatives.  Even where this state of affairs is occasionally acknowledged 
by the relevant actors to be a problem, the latter see this not as a compelling reason to analyse 
their situation as regards social (or political) action but rather as an invitation to expound their 
emotions.  One explanation for this is that the emotional actor has an intense need to indulge in 
cognitive simplification and therefore comes to the conclusion that problems regarded as 'big' 
can only be tackled with 'big' solutions.  However, since 'big' solutions themselves again pre-
sent one with 'big' problems, the emotional actor becomes the victim of circular thinking.  
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Matching up 'big' problems with what are the only available solutions, namely 'little' ones, is, in 
contrast, a task that requires not emotionality, but a readiness to tolerate ambiguity: given the 
inherent uncertainty, the notion of a chain of 'small' steps precludes any allusion to success.  
But only such a notion can open one's eyes to the conditions that permit a type of action that is 
geared to effect and is, to this extent, causally adequate. 
 
The inability to tolerate ambiguities that are real and rooted in the operational context has con-
siderably hindered the Greens in their attempt to develop their potential for influencing society.  
This was demonstrated in the quasi-confessional formulas used to comment on peace policy 
(e.g. 'Out of NATO!'), on women's policy (which was always modelled on the life-style of the 
'most radical' feminists of the day), on German unity (which was declared to be the resurrection 
of  the German Reich), or on the Gulf War (which was regarded as an example of the material 
colonialism of the West, not as a response to the Iraki occupation and not as having anything to 
do with Israel's interest in survival).  Abstracting equally well-founded interests, which clearly 
appear to bear some relation to the one interest that is championed, may relieve one of the 
effort of having to weigh up all the factors and to present a discriminating case, but it leads to 
an arbitrary simplification of the true complexity of the world.  This in its turn brings about a re-
duction in potential support, because it expressly excludes—or indeed declares as enemies—
those who hold a more differentiated view of the world yet agree on many concrete proposals 
for action.(29)  It is a well-attested sociological finding that voluntary organisations are wont to 
ensure their cohesiveness by means of emotionally satisfying collective interpretations which 
regularly prove to be insufficiently complex and of little instructive value when it comes to se-
lecting strategies of action.  Sociologists can be content with the elucidatory value of this find-
ing, but actors who wish to influence society in a purposeful and responsible manner face a 
hard task: they must be constantly guarding against the temptations and consequences of sim-
plification. 
 
2. A look back at the 'fundamentalist' phase of Green politics seems to prove the case for de-
veloping an awareness of ambiguity, for a 'culture of the scale-pan', and for tolerance of multi-
ple rationalities.  Indeed, for some time now a number of Greens of academic bent, most of 
whom consider themselves as belonging to the 'New Beginning' group, to the smaller, pragma-
tist section, have been expressing great disquiet at the Greens' crudely simplified perspective 
on problems, and at their rigid 'zero-sum-game' understanding of political conflicts.  These crit-
ics of ecological and political fundamentalism (with whom the author sympathises) cannot ac-
quiesce in a situation where political strategy, whose targets are complex systemic reciprocal 
relations (e.g. between science, the economy, and culture), is still based on patterns of thought 
deriving from Newtonian mechanics—i.e. notions of linear causality—on a mechanistic model 
of social interaction, and an antagonistic conception of conflict.  They point to findings in sys-
tem-theory and evolutionary theory(30) and draw attention to the 'social construction of reality' 
through interpretive action that has no firm anchor in absolute truths or exogenous preferences. 
 
Resisting the temptation of biologistic 'naturalism', which seeks to explain politics and society 
on the pattern of non-cognitive organic processes (cf. the critique by Lewis P. Hinchman and 
Sandra K. Hinchman, 1989), these critics, aware of the complexity of reality, tend to call for at-
tention to be focused on the procedures and rules of 'sensible' politics.  This deferment of is-
sues follows on from a fruitful renaissance of 'institutional' approaches in political theory (cf., for 
example, James G. March and Johan P. Olsen, 1989), and shifts attention towards issues 
raised in present-day theory of democracy and towards the debate about the preconditions for 
the development of 'civil society'.  Its significance for political actors lies in the way in which 
procedural norms influence the quality of the outcomes of political decision-making.  It is obvi-
ous that a more complex knowledge of context and a higher level of reflection within politics 
would also make possible 'more' consideration of consequences, as well as more accurate 
strategies.  The only 'residual' problem would appear to be the emotional and expressive needs 
of the members of the organisation, which up to now have been satisfied by crudely simplified 
world-views and 'gratificatory' organisational routines (e.g. party conferences).  These, it is sug-
gested, would have to be 'diverted' into a new democratic organisational culture, such as would 
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appear to be achievable by replacing 'in person' democracy with plebiscitary procedures for 
participation (e.g. postal ballots). 
 
However attractive such ideas may appear at first glance, they do not offer a way out of the 
dilemma faced by a party of reform in resolving the issues of participation and the determination 
of objectives.  It only seems as if the substantial fundamentalism that is based on the need to 
express identity could profitably be exchanged for a procedural fundamentalism which attempts 
to follow the ethics of communicative understanding as formulated by Jürgen Habermas (cf. the 
proposal by John S. Dryzek, 1990).  A party of reform that wishes to act as the agent of new 
issues and as the promoter of comprehensive democratisation cannot confine itself to reflexive 
decision-making and ethical deliberations.  Even to win support for such an approach it would 
need to take strategic decisions in which the strategic options and probable moves of other 
actors were taken into account. 
 
On the realistic assumption that actors have non-identical preferences and do not share the 
same world-view (this is not to say which of them must be regarded as 'right' and which 
'wrong'), politics will always be a game of strategy, in which 'true' intentions should not be laid 
bare without consideration of the consequences.  In other words: duplicating social complexity 
in the discourses of the collective actor threatens to make that actor incapable of joining in the 
strategic game with other actors.  The successes—and they are urgently needed—of ecological 
and social politics will be successes brought about by judicious politics—or they will not be 
brought about at all.  Green politics cannot afford to confine itself to the joys of communicative 
aesthetics.  When some part of the basis of life disappears every day, when lives begin and 
end without hope, before a single trace of happiness has been experienced, ecological politics 
cannot display the kind of patience suited to a philosophy seminar.  Equally, it must not become 
addicted to the pleasures of emotion. 
 
The correct response to emotional reductionism is therefore not to be found solely in an in-
creased awareness of complexity and in ethical reflection.  It can only come as a result of 
weighing-up defensible against indefensible simplifications, co-operative against antagonistic 
urges, mobilising against paralysing 'truths'—in other words, weighing-up 'good' against 'bad' 
politics.  Because the name of that response is 'politics', it has no transcendental premisses.  It 
need wait on nothing and no one.
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Notes 
 
1 Although Petra Kelly was one of the three chairpersons of the Greens from 1980 to 1982, and 
was a member of the Bundestag from 1983 to 1990, she took no part in the impassioned fac-
tional disputes and debates about strategy which took place in this period.  The few (oral) 
comments which she did make on the development of the organisation had little influence.  The 
same is true of her suggestion—which aroused a lot of interest outside the Greens—that the 
Greens should be thought of as an 'anti-party party', the object of which was by no means simp-
ly to 'freshen up' the other parties by introducing Green ideas to them (Kelly, 1983, p. 21). 
In contrast, Rudolf Bahro, who was a member of the national executive committee from 1982 to 
1984, strove to give the Greens the image of a radical force that was critical of civilisation and 
which, although it determined the topics of public debate, resisted the temptation to participate 
in political decision-making and the exercise of power.  Bahro left the party in 1985, following 
the party conference's rejection of his proposal of an unconditional ban on animal experiments.  
In his most recent published work, where he advocates a spiritualistic avant-garde concept of 
the radical reform of civilisation, the Greens figure merely as 'factotums' of the industrial system 
(cf. Rudolf Bahro, 1987). 
2 On this, see Ferdinand Müller-Rommel (ed., 1989), Russel J. Dalton and Manfred Kuechler 
(eds., 1990), and Herbert Kitschelt (1989). 
3 This was comprehensible both to the extent that the assessments of the situation which pre-
vailed at the time—and which were reinforced by the Cold War—saw grave threats emanating 
from the Soviet sphere of power (one should not forget the Korean War and the blockade of 
Berlin), and to the extent that the Iron Curtain put up by the hostile power-blocs ran right 
through the middle of Germany until autumn 1989.  Both post-war German states—the FRG 
and GDR—regarded themselves (though not always explicitly) as 'front-line' states, in the strict 
sense of the term. 
4 The first two factors cited are directly attributable to the participation of the Social Democrats 
in government, whereas the third factor, namely the student movement, was expressly targeted 
against the limits to development and notions of order implied in the social democratic model of 
society. 
5 The President of the German employers' federation, Hans-Martin Schleyer, was kidnapped 
and murdered by terrorist commandos of the Red Army Faction (RAF).  The passengers travel-
ling in an aircraft hijacked by RAF supporters and made to fly to Mogadishu were freed by 
force.  Immediately after this, three prominent members of the RAF (Baader, Ensslin, and 
Raspe) died in mysterious circumstances in prison in Stuttgart-Stammheim.  These events, and 
the circumstances surrounding the death of the prisoners, came to be regarded by a small cir-
cle of young militant Autonomer (non-conformist) as mystical high points in the struggle against 
'the State'. The German Left, on the other hand, saw them as marking the end of the romantic 
notion of revolution. 
6 I.e. not like the still-marginal DKP, which was duty-bound to criticise German capitalism and 
the national-socialist past on account of its 'unswerving loyalty' to the USSR. 
7 In line with their inclusive concept of representation, the Greens give particular support to the 
rights of children, young people, and the elderly.  Their commitment, as expressed in parlia-
mentary initiatives (parliamentary questions, draft legislation), has been concerned with the 
social situation of the jobless, of recipients of welfare, of migrant workers, of asylum-seekers, of 
refugees, and of ethnic and sexual minorities.  For example, the Green parliamentary group in 
the Bundestag took up the case of the Roma and Sinti peoples, who are still being refused 
compensation for the injustice perpetrated against them by the Nazis in the concentration 
camps. 
8 One of the earliest appraisals of their work in the Bundestag bears the title 'Ankläger im 
Hohen Haus' ('Pointing the finger in the House') (Dirk Cornelsen, 1986). 
9 —and were successful in doing this until the appearance of the Greens.  Hence the various 
extreme right-wing and crypto-fascist parties have not yet succeeded in getting elected to the 
Bundestag.  All they have managed to do is get elected—temporarily—to one or two regional 
parliaments.  The pro-Soviet left (DKP) has also until recently been present in only a very small 
number of local councils (and will have to quit these positions, now that its followers have been 



129 

 

surprised by the collapse of real socialism). 
10 Parties currently pay themselves DM3.50 per vote.  This so-called 'refund of electoral costs' 
makes up more than half of the total income of all parties. 
11 The Greens are not represented in the parliaments of either Saarland or Schleswig-Holstein.  
These two cases display interesting parallels.  Before the election, the fundamentalist-
dominated regional executives rejected the offer of co-operation put to them (for thoroughly 
tactical reasons) by the SPD.  The regional SPD groups, led by younger 'carriers of hope' (as 
Oskar Lafontaine and Björn Engholm), won absolute majorities.  As far as the state parliaments 
elected in October 1990 in what was formerly the GDR are concerned, the Greens are repre-
sented by their own members of parliament in Sachsen, Sachsen-Anhalt, and Thüringen.  In 
the state of Brandenburg, where no alliance was formed between the Greens and the demo-
cratic citizens' movements, only the latter are represented in the parliament.  In Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern both the Greens and the citizens' movements, having fought the election sepa-
rately, failed to clear the five-per-cent hurdle. 
12 These were the fast-breeder reactor in Kalkar, the high-temperature reactor in Hamm, and 
the reprocessing plant in Wackersdorff. 
13 Cf. the excellent account of the decline of the party-political Left in Germany recently pro-
duced by Stephen Padgett and William Paterson (1991). 
14 On this, see Section 2 of Chapter 2.  
15 This development has also been reflected in political science, where the concept of 'catch-
all' parties that has prevailed up to now has been revised: Volksparteien now no longer appear 
as slothful and hostile to innovation but as compelled, at the risk of going under, to show sensi-
tivity to changes in society (cf. Czada and Lehmbruch, 1990; Wolinetz, 1991).  They only sur-
vive if they react flexibly to social change and ensure that new social interests are carried over 
into the political system. 
16 The reader will have noted that the author is inclined to see himself as belonging to the 
group of the committed acitivists, although he likes to adopt the position of a neutral and de-
tached observer—ultimately returning to the battlefield with the insights and arguments he has 
gained.  The observations that follow do not claim anything more that this kind of 'tactical' ob-
jectivity. 
17 It is no coincidence that normative theories of ecological politics readily borrow from con-
cepts relating to biological systems, and argue the case for 'interwoven thinking'.  Cf. Hinchman 
and Hinchman (1989). 
18 'For ideologues, party organization is a laboratory to explore new forms of social solidarity 
and decision making.  Because the gratifications derived from organizational experiments are 
immediate and the collective benefits or comprehensive social change are more likely to be 
realized only in the distant future, ideologues may be more concerned with the party's appropri-
ate organization than with its long-term program' (Kitschelt, 1989, p. 50). 
19 The most prominent politician associated with the 'New Beginning' is the former member of 
the Bundestag and chairperson of the parliamentary party Antje Vollmer. 
20 Thus almost all attempts to develop an independent Green labour and social policy—e.g. 
the elaboration of a scheme of guaranteed basic income—have failed.  The adoption of current 
union demands in relation to wages and working-time, on the other hand, have met with ap-
proval. 
21 The members of the first federal parliamentary party had to give up their seats after two 
years and were replaced by the so-called 'follow-on brigade'. 
22 It is sometimes said that the Greens were to have reached their decisions according to the 
consensus principle, i.e. they would seek to secure the agreement of all those involved.  But 
this is not the case.  Even in the highest bodies such as the national executive committee, ma-
jority decision-making was the rule from the outset. 
23 However, members of the Bundestag may still not stand for a seat on the national executive 
committee, and vice versa. 
24 However, developments have given the lie to those optimistic observers who, like Elim 
Papadakis (1988, p 449), believed that the Greens had managed to develop 'a reflexive and 
analytical approach both to issues of organization and political ideology', and thus to spare 
themselves the choice between radicalism and reformism.  In contradiction to what Papadakis 



130 

 

thought, what one observes instead is that Green radicalism did allow itself to be tamed by 
means of various self-restricting arrangements that were capable of commanding consensus, 
but only after it had caused considerable losses in terms of power of attraction and effective-
ness. 
25 The alliance was badly prepared in terms of its political programme, and it lasted only a 
short time.  It was terminated by the SPD on tactical grounds, a few weeks before new elec-
tions were held in autumn 1990. 
26 A number of prominent adherents of 'eco-socialism' (like Jürgen Reents and Michael Stamm) 
acted as electoral advisers or press spokespersons for the PDS, the party which succeeded the 
official East German SED and currently has 17 members in the Bundestag.  The radical ecol-
ogists, for their part, are seeking to establish an organisation engaged chiefly in extra-
parliamentary work. 
27 Speechlessnes seems to have become the hallmark of Green politics in relation to the fun-
damental upheavals in Europe.  Neither the complex processes of transformation in the new 
eastern European democracies, nor the nationality disputes that are erupting at every turn, nor 
even the bloody civil war between Serbs and Croats has elicited a single clear comment from 
the diligent Euro-Greens in Brussels and Strasburg before summer 1992. 
28 There are nine individuals from the east German Greens and citizens' movements sitting as 
MPs in the Bundestag, but because of their origins, the emphases of their individual interests, 
and the looseness of their links with the Green Party, they are not perceived as representing 
the west German Greens. 
29 In the examples cited above, a number of people felt offended: a) those who thought Ger-
many had a useful role to play in the transformation of NATO; b) those who thought women's 
choice of life-style should be left to women themselves to decide; c) those who recognised in 
the desire for a united Germany the needs of people who felt frustrated and had suffered years 
of disadvantage; and d) those who realised that Iraki-cum-German poison-gas represented a 
real threat to the Israeli population. 
30 e.g. on multiple causality, autopoietic self-referential processes, paradoxal emergence phe-
nomena, perverse effects of purposive action, and evolutionary selection mechanisms. 
 
 
 


