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Why the European left needs to rethink its pragmatism



In early 20th century Germany, Rosa Luxemburg famously criticised
Karl Kautsky and the ruling circles within the Social Democratic Party
of Germany (SPD) for their inactivity towards, and failure to stand up

against, Germany’s fling with imperialism for the fear of losing elections.
Today, some renegades of the European left are once again occupied with
pragmatic games of complicit hypocrisy in the fear of losing votes to the
far-right. Luxemburg would have been a fierce critic of this variety of left-
wing populism as prominently embodied by Aufstehen (Standing Up) in
Germany, but to considerable extent also by La France Insoumise (France
Unbowed), and to some extent in ‘Corbynism’.

“Today, some renegades of the European left
are once again occupied with pragmatic
games of complicit hypocrisy in the fear of
losing votes to the far-right”

The contemporary European left is diverse, but shares a history and in
many cases contemporary praxis of pragmatic attacks on open borders and
right-wing perspectives on issues of migration. In doing so, the left betrays
its traditional values of solidarity and internationalism in a frantic effort to
‘re-’gain support from a working-class which has become susceptible to the
far-right’s anti-immigrant, anti-elite and anti-globalism rhetoric.

In September 2019, the glossy Aufstehen movement – carefully staged to
look like a grassroots initiative, but actually founded by a handful of Die
Linke turncoats such as Sarah Wagenknecht and some Berlin-Mitte
intellectuals – celebrated its first anniversary. As a millennial-friendly,
Instagram-ready social movement, Aufstehen makes for a perfect case
study.
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“In seeking voters from the right, employing
pragmatism and self-deceit, Wagenknecht and
her comrades have indeed got their hands
dirty”

Machiavelli saw pragmatism and self-deceit as an unavoidable aspect, an
effectual truth, of actual politics. He contends in The Prince that the ruler,
or whoever aspires to be the ruler, can never avoid getting ‘dirty hands’. In
seeking voters from the right, employing pragmatism and self-deceit,
Wagenknecht and her comrades have indeed got their hands dirty.

A REASON FOR PRAGMATISM
An unsurprisingly astute right (for example, the Alternative für
Deutschland (AfD), The League in Italy, National Rally in France, and the
Austrian and Dutch Freedom Parties) has thrown the European left off its
tracks. The right has not only rekindled the old ‘we-they-antagonism’
between migrant workers and domestic workers, it is also talking about
class struggle now; pointing to the recent fiascos of globalisation, blaming
the ruling elites and the ways they profit from open borders. In order to
find its way out of the national and global political tight corner, a
profoundly confused left has started to make concessions to the right.

Left-wing arguments against open borders and migration may not be
drenched in racist jargon, but they are disquieting nonetheless. It is
disturbing if arguments which have previously been justified by
uncomfortable pragmatism in times of crisis are slowly turning into the
‘new normal’ of left-wing politics, as it has certainly been the case with
Aufstehen.

“On Aufstehen’s agenda, we find the
reinvention of the materialist left, as clearly
distinct from the old, paternalistic, third-way
moral left.”

The line between temporary pragmatism and a universally accepted new
Leitmotiv has in fact always been blurry: on Aufstehen’s agenda, we find
the reinvention of the materialist left, as clearly distinct from the old,
paternalistic, third-way moral left. “Cosmopolitanism, anti-racism, and
protection of minorities”, Wagenknecht claimed, “are feel-good labels to
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disguise crude upward redistribution and to preserve a good conscience for
the elite beneficiaries”, calling the use of tax money for the integration of
migrants “morally obligatory expropriation”.1

The critique of paternalist winners of neoliberalism passing down moral
judgments to the losers could have been an achievement in itself, perhaps
even enough to regain the sympathies of those lost to the right. But instead
of defending social democracy or socialism – both of which traditionally, at
least, comprise some form of scepticism towards capitalism – contemporary
left leaders have developed agendas premised on an acceptance of the
economic status-quo, declaring themselves satisfied with piecemeal social-
engineering.2 Bernie Sanders, for example, openly refers to himself as a
socialist, but is occupied with reforms, instead of revolutions. On one hand,
trans-national capitalism is a far too entangled structure of national
economies and trans-national cooperation for the socialist politics of one
nation-state have the slightest chance at overthrowing it,3 on the other,
accepting capitalism might, in the end, be the only way to win elections
(or fail trying). But it is very far away from the true leftist spirit with which
Sanders, Corbyn, Wagenknecht and Mélenchon had once flirted.

TWO LEFTIST ARGUMENTS AGAINST IMMIGRATION
The left’s concessions to the right mostly focus on issues of migration and
border control. Parts of the European left took over, without flinching, the
right’s arguments against open borders, falling short only of adopting a
racist rhetoric: “When we are asking for open borders”, Wagenknecht
contended at a committee meeting of Die Linke,4 “this is a demand that
most will find unrealistic and utterly unworldly and, as a matter of fact,
they are right”. There are, however, strong cases to be made against
migration thoroughly grounded in the leftist tradition. Let me introduce
two of them.

1 See Slobodian Q and Callison W (2019) Pop-Up Populism: The Failiure of Left Wing Populism
in Germany, Dissent magazine (Summer 2019). https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/pop-
up-populism-the-failure-of-left-wing-nationalism-in-germany

2 Crouch C (2018) Brauchen wir eine Sammelbewegung?, Die Zeit No 34 (17 August 2018).
https://www.zeit.de/2018/34/sahra-wagenknecht-die-linke-sammlungsbewegung-aufstehen

3 Crouch C (2013) Making Capitalism fit for Society, Polity Press
4 Meißner M (2018) Wagenknecht hat Vorbehalte, Tagesspiegel Online (11 October 2018).

https://www.tagesspiegel.de/politik/neuer-streit-um-aufstehen-wagenknecht-hat-vorbehalte-
gegen-die-unteilbar-demo/23174254.html
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The first, which I call the nationalist argument, is as much an argument
against migration as it is an argument against globalisation: the global
cosmopolitan elite benefit from open borders and free trade, not the
working-class to which migration is indeed a threat, so the argument goes.
Immigration dumps salaries, takes away jobs and undermines welfare
benefits. The migrant worker is defined as a threat to the domestic worker.

“the nationalist argument fosters conflict
between the domestic working-class and the
immigrant working-class”

This argument presents a fundamentally incorrect understanding of the
relationship between states, migration and social classes. It is an argument
which takes capitalism as a priori. As its final consequence, the nationalist
argument fosters conflict between the domestic working-class and the
immigrant working-class and is, from a consequentialist perspective, no
better than a racism-laden far-right argument against immigration. This
argument might be employed by both the right and, while completely
undermining any aspirations of cosmopolitan socialism, the renegade left.

From a Marxist standpoint, the mechanisms of the nationalist argument
are easy to decipher. The more the global and national elites can emphasise
national boundaries, the more they can undermine trans-national, class-
based solidarity, the more they foster racism and social conflict, which
distracts from the real conflict – the class-conflict. It is a conflict that is, as
Marx puts it, “artificially kept alive … by all means at the disposal of the
ruling class”.5 Social conflict distracts from class-conflict – a conflict which
potentially threatens the ruling elite.

The second argument – I call it the class argument – therefore builds directly on
a class-based analysis of history without fostering we-they-antagonisms between
domestic and migrant workers. This argument is in line with Marx and
Luxemburg. This is the argument the left should have put forward long ago.

“Class struggle knows no borders; this is the
essence of the class argument. The real
political and social conflict articulated in the
class argument is vertical”

5 Marx K and Engels F (1975) Selected correspondence, Progress Publishers, pp 220-224. https://
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1870/letters/70_04_09.htm
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Marx and Luxemburg recognised that the agents of political and social
conflict are not, as premised by the nationalist argument, nation states or
other heterogenic entities such as cultures, but social classes. Class struggle
knows no borders; this is the essence of the class argument. The real
political and social conflict articulated in the class argument is vertical (the
working class bottom against the elitist top). From a Marxist perspective,
the economic top tries everything to make class conflict look horizontal, as
in a conflict between domestic workers and immigrant workers.

So far we have analysed the past, but recently, right-wing bastions such as
the AfD or the Kaczynski movement in Poland took over the vertical class-
based argument, nurturing we-they-antagonisms, not only between
domestic workers and immigrant workers, but also between the domestic
working-class and the trans-national ruling elite associated with the
European Union (EU). Beyond the jargon, what difference is there, still,
between the left and the right, we may want to ask?

LEFT IS RIGHT, RIGHT IS LEFT?
In essence, the national argument reduces social conflict to state conflict
and culture war. The leftist, class-based analysis of migration politics,
however, locates the real conflict directly in global capitalism and exposes
the role of the political and economic elite and its roots in the exploitation
of the working class. The right intermingles the class argument with the
nationalist argument, applying the former to the ruling elites of the EU
(while being thoroughly confused about their attitudes towards capitalism),
and the latter to immigrant workers, entangling their scapegoats by holding
the EU responsible for the high number of immigrant workers.

“The main objective of the class argument is to
shift the arena of conflict away from the state
and on to the global level”

The class argument is interesting in that it is neither an argument for nor
against open borders. In fact, both readings are conceivable. The main
objective of the class argument is to shift the arena of conflict away from
the state and on to the global level. It also displays social classes, not nation
states, as the agents of fundamental (real) conflict, ie the trans-national class
struggle against global capitalism; it exposes the nationalist argument and
the conflict it fosters between the “they” of immigrants and the “we” of the
domestic people as derivative.
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The consequences of the nationalist argument, coming from both the left
and the right, have been studied by German sociologist Klaus Dörre, who
describes a new workers’ movement on the political right, associated with
the increased support for the AfD. Tellingly, one of the case studies
includes a quote by an anonymous union activist who had once fought for
the rights of temporary workers. It represents the essence of a situation in
which national social pragmatism has turned into national socialism: “In
my opinion, the refugees have to go away… I wouldn’t have a problem if
they opened up Buchenwald again, put barbed wire around it; them inside,
us outside”.6

A RETURN TO ROSA
Rosa Luxemburg was one of the last true cosmopolitan democratic
socialists, committed to both categorical socialism and unconditional
democracy, which she believed always come together. Never would she
have made any pragmatic concessions to the right. She was well aware that
democratic socialism entails overcoming capitalism, and that reforming
democratic socialism is not a matter of piecemeal social engineering (raising
taxes here and there, tweaking the system of distribution here and there,
improving the condition of the working class right here, but not over
there). She was well aware that in a globalised world, capitalism is a global
phenomenon with global losers and winners – migrants and domestic
workers of rich liberal countries, in the case at hand. Socialism, for
Luxemburg, is a global trans-national, not a national, endeavour.

“The European left has dirty hands as a result
of choosing the nationalist over the class
argument, for dangerous pragmatic reasons”

If Luxemburg were among us today, she would have defended the class
argument. She would have criticised the left’s forgetfulness of its own
tradition. She would have remained a fierce critic of capitalism-in-action.
The real threat to the jobs, salaries and access to welfare of the working
class, she would have argued, is not the migrant worker; it is the deceitful
and, through border controls and severely restrictive policies of integration,

6 Dörre K (2018) ‘Arbeiterbewegung von rechts? Motive und Grenzen einer imaginären Revolte’,
Berlin J Soziol, 28:55–89. https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs11609-018-
0352-z.pdf
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self-protecting capitalist system with which the European left now
ultimately seems d’accord.

The European left has dirty hands as a result of choosing the nationalist
over the class argument, for dangerous pragmatic reasons. Unsurprisingly,
the pragmatism didn’t pay off: only a couple of months after its launch, the
populist-drama of Aufstehen had lost its tailwind; there have been a couple
of bizarre legal cases and no ambition for parliament, the German left is
more estranged than ever.

When I wrote the first lines of this essay, the people of Berlin were
gathering on the streets to demand the expropriation of its largest landlord
and private rental agencies, which have aggravated the problem of rising
rents and housing shortages in the capital. It would not be surprising if all
that will be agreed upon is a limit to rents that are still too high to bring
about the desired effect of making adequate housing a human right. The
German right turns the rent debate into a conspiracy, blaming the left and
the elite for attracting refugees into the city, who then undermine Berlin’s
working class. For the Hayekians of the liberal parties, the rent debate is
only the first mile on Germany’s road to serfdom. In this tumult, the
Aufstehen movement is nowhere to be seen.

With nationalist concessions, the European left implicitly aligned itself
with the capitalist state and therefore against the working class (a class
which is no longer only blue collar, but increasingly white collar). With
Aufstehen, the German left has paved the way for a successful far-right –
the AfD now has delegates in every German state parliament, not to
mention the situation in other European countries. The left gave up on an
increasingly underemployed, diverse, and highly educated youth (as well as
all those working bullshit jobs), the paperless and the stateless immigrants,
and above all, the waning traditional working class – essentially all those
who are alienated, exploited, excluded and discriminated against. The left
needs to stop pragmatic policymaking and return to the values of Rosa
Luxemburg. If pragmatic hypocrisy wasn’t the key, maybe authenticity
is. It is about time for Hinsetzen (Sitting Down).

Adrian Kreutz has studied philosophy and political science in Tübingen,
St Andrews, and Amsterdam, and has been a foreign cooperative
researcher at Kyoto University.
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