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OTHER NATIONS

The German Left’s Ordeal of Power
A Survey of Recent Articles

The postwar era in German history came
to an end last fall when chancellor-for-

life Helmut Kohl was turned out of office.
During his 16-year rule, the Christian
Democrat had helped to gain the West’s vic-
tory in the Cold War and the reunification of
his nation. When the 68-year-old, pro-
American chancellor became “history,”
many observers worried about what would
happen under his younger successor, Social
Democrat Gerhard Schröder.

In the early 1970s, Schröder was head of
the Hanover branch of the Jungsozialisten,
radical youth organization of the Social
Democratic Party, notes Josef Joffe, editorial
page editor of the Süddeutsche Zeitung in
Munich, writing in National Interest
(Summer 1999). German defense minister
Rudolf Scharping also had been a leader of
the radical youth group, while foreign minis-
ter Josef Fischer, the leader of the Green
Party (which is the junior partner in the rul-
ing “Red-Green” coalition), had run with
street-fighting anarcho-socialists in Frankfurt.

All three men, Joffe writes, “came of polit-
ical age in the heady ’60s when they imbibed
pretty much the same ideological brew in the
‘anti-imperialist struggle’ against the
Vietnam War: anti-capitalism, anti-Amer-
icanism, and ‘anti-anti-communism,’ plus
what the French call tiers-mondisme [Third
World-ism] (especially of the ‘anti-Zionist’
variety) and contempt for ‘bourgeois’ politi-
cal virtues such as moderation, compromise,
and pluralism.”

Today, Joffe says, “the only thing remotely
‘red’ about [Schröder] is his pricey Cuban
Cohiba cigars,” while erstwhile rock thrower
Fischer, since moving to the head of the
Foreign Office, wears only gray three-piece
suits. When NATO’s U.S.-led air war against
Serbia began last March, the former antiwar
activists, whose parties had long opposed
America and NATO, sent German strike air-
craft into combat for the first time since
World War II.

Like Bill Clinton when he first assumed the
U.S. presidency, however, Schröder on taking

dimension of the social world as it is about
the social dimension of a work of art.” The
discipline, which originated in England in
the 1960s, treated culture anthropologically,
“seeking to make sense of the entire range of
symbolic practices, texts, and belief systems
in society rather than equating culture exclu-
sively with high art.” Cultural studies schol-
ars showed “how the most ordinary behav-
ior—eating, wearing clothes, shopping,
going to the beach—involves complex ritu-
als, symbolic expression, and multilayered
levels of meaning.”

In short, Felski says, cultural studies
“enlarged rather than erased our aesthetic
sensibility,” expanding it to encompass such
forms of popular culture as “rap music, sit-
coms, science-fiction novels, [and] slasher
movies.” In the influential Subculture: The
Meaning of Style (1979), for instance, Dick
Hebdige “explored the aesthetics of British

youth culture,” showing that “punks” employ
“avant-garde techniques of collage, brico-
lage, and surreal juxtaposition, combining
random, mass-produced objects—dog col-
lars, safety pins, school uniforms—in a per-
verse parody of consumer culture.” Similarly,
Kobena Mercer, in a much-cited essay in his
Welcome to the Jungle (1994), “unraveled the
multileveled meanings of black hairstyles.”

Cultural studies seems fated, Felski
observes, “to be faulted by historians for not
being historical enough, by sociologists for not
being sociological enough, and by literary crit-
ics for not being sufficiently interested in liter-
ature. There is also a rich vein of self-criticism
within [the field] itself.” Nevertheless, she
concludes, since “cultural studies” has been
pressed into use as “a much-abused term [of
abuse] in America’s culture wars,” it is time
“to insist on its distinctive identity and its
integrity as a scholarly field.”
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office hit the ground stumbling, observes free-
lance writer K. Michael Prince in the
Washington Quarterly (Summer 1999).
Germany for the last dozen years has been
plagued by high unemployment, now about
10 percent, and twice that in parts of the for-
mer East Germany. Schröder, while offering
few specifics, presented himself to the voters
as an agent of change. But early in his admin-
istration prospective economics minister Jost
Stollman, who had symbolized the candi-
date’s “New Center” approach during the
campaign, departed. Old-fashioned socialist
Oskar Lafontaine then became finance minis-
ter—only to exit less than five months later,

after encountering stiff opposition from
German business. These sudden shifts didn’t
help the Schröder administration’s reputation
for disarray.

The Red-Green government does have
some accomplishments, observes Andrei S.
Markovits, a political scientist at the
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, writing
in Dissent (Summer 1999). The most
notable is “a new citizenship law that rede-
fines what it means to be German.”

Citizenship is based no longer on blood lin-
eage but on place of birth (provided the par-
ents are married and at least one of them has
lived in the country legally for eight years or
more)—good news for many of the roughly
100,000 children born each year to foreign
residents. Moreover, revisions in the natural-
ization law shortening the 15-year residency
requirement to eight years will allow roughly
half of the 7.3 million foreigners in Germany
to become citizens.

Nevertheless, Markovits says, the govern-
ment’s overall record is mixed, and the
German Left, after being in power for a year,
is experiencing “its most profound identity cri-

sis since 1968.” There has been little
progress on social justice or ecology, he
says, and unemployment has been reduced
only slightly.

Globalization means that Germany’s
unemployment problem “can only be
solved if the conditions for investment
become more attractive,” argues Gerd
Langguth, a political scientist at the
University of Bonn, writing in the summer
issue of the Washington Quarterly. Direct
foreign investment in German companies
fell from 18 billion deutsche marks in 1995
to 1.1 billion in 1996; Asian and American
companies in the latter year withdrew more
capital from Germany than they put into it
in the form of new investments.

Germany has also been experiencing
“a brain drain” of medical and sci-

entific researchers to other countries,
Langguth says. He blames this, at least in
part, on the ambivalence that many
Germans seem to feel toward modern
technology. Much criticism is leveled in
Germany “against things modern, against
progress, and against technology—and it
carries more weight than elsewhere in the

world, thus preventing social progress here.
In the fields of modern biotechnology and
gene technology, almost all the key patents
are held by American enterprises.” Much the
same is true for the computer, communica-
tion, and office machine industries.

In the worldwide commercial competi-
tion for markets, Langguth notes, “many
states have much lower wages and impose
much lighter governmental burdens (for
example, regarding environmental protec-

Britain’s Tony Blair joins Schröder in hailing
the “New Center” political look.
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The End of Islamic Revolution?
“The Decline of Revolutionary Islam in Algeria and Egypt” by Fawaz A. Gerges, in Survival (Spring
1999), International Institute for Strategic Studies, 23 Tavistock St., London, England WC2E 7NQ.

Though Islamic extremists in Algeria and
Egypt continue to mount terrorist attacks,
they no longer pose a serious threat to the
survival of the pro-Western regimes there,
contends Gerges, a professor of international
affairs and Middle East studies at Sarah
Lawrence College. “Unable to face or sub-
vert the superior forces of the governments
they opposed, militant Islamists in Algeria
and Egypt instead terrorize the civilian popu-
lation and deter foreign investment.”

In both countries, as elsewhere in the
Middle East, Gerges says, the Islamic
movements have been fractured by faction-
alism. In Algeria, the Groupe Islamique
Armée (GIA) since 1996 “has targeted civil-
ian areas inhabited by supporters of its
rivals, particularly the mainstream Front
Islamique de Salut (FIS).” Many of the
civilians slain in this oil- and natural gas-
rich land of 29 million “are partisans of var-
ious Islamist groups,” Gerges points out—a
fact often overlooked by the news media.
“Algeria’s Islamist revolution is devouring
its children.”

Now headed by President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika, the military-dominated Algerian
regime, which began a crackdown on the
Islamic Front umbrella group in 1992, seems
to have won the war, Gerges says. In 1997,
the Army of Islamic Salvation (AIS), the
armed wing of the FIS, declared a unilateral,
unconditional peace, and began collaborat-

ing with the Algerian army in its fight against
the GIA. The GIA guerrillas have been
reduced in number to a few hundred, Gerges
says, “and the arbitrary and irrational nature
of GIA violence has alienated an outraged
public.”

In Egypt, the violence has been intermit-
tent rather than protracted, but since the
early 1990s, thousands have been killed or
injured, and the tourist industry badly dam-
aged. By 1995, however, President Hosni
Mubarak’s government had limited the
threat posed by militant Islamist groups
such as al-Jama’a and Jihad, killing most of
their effective leaders and confining most of
the violence to gun battles between the
authorities and militants in central and
upper Egypt, away from Cairo and most
tourist sites. In 1996, the government
declared victory.

But the destruction of al-Jama’a and Jihad
as organized movements, Gerges notes,
“caused them to splinter into radical cells
and factions,” which it was difficult for the
government to control. Just how difficult
became clear in September and November
1997, when al-Jama’a and Jihad made ter-
rorist attacks in central Egypt, Luxor, and
Cairo itself, leaving more than 100 Western
and Egyptian civilians dead. In Egypt and in
the wider Muslim world, the Luxor mas-
sacre turned public opinion against al-
Jama’a, which is now only “a shadow of its

tion) than Germany.” The average gross
monthly wage in the Czech Republic, for
instance, was $337 in 1997, and in Bulgaria,
$94—while in Germany last January, it was
$2,706.

More than half of Germany’s gross nation-
al product ($2.1 trillion in 1998) is spent by
the federal government, the Länder (states),
or local authorities. Because of global pres-
sures, this massive public spending must be
reduced, Langguth says.

Taking a first step in that direction after
eight months of economic muddle, Schröder
and new finance minister Hans Eichel in

June unveiled a package of budget and tax
cuts. It would slash state expenditures by $16
billion next year, freeze pensions for two
years, end many subsidies, and reduce the
state’s share of national income to 40 percent
over the next several years.

Many of Schröder’s fellow Social
Democrats deem this “New Center” move a
betrayal of their party’s traditions. But politi-
cal scientist Lutz Erbring told the New York
Times (July 25, 1999) that, in essence,
Schröder “is gambling that a majority of
Germans have the common sense to see that
he is right.”


