
After Individualism: The Unfinished Business of New Times 

(Reflections on the political legacy of ‘Marxism Today’)  

!
[This essay was published in the December 2011 issue of IPPR’s journal Juncture. It was a special 

issue reflecting on the legacy of the highly influential magazine Marxism Today, which had a sig-

nificant impact on the British Left in the 1980s and early 1990s, popularising the analysis of 

Thatcherism and post-Fordism, and introducing a broad public to concepts such as hegemony and 

postmodernism, as well as launching the public careers of Geoff Mulgan and Charles Leadbeater.] 

!
Even more than the analysis of Thatcherism, the ‘New Times’ project stands out as Marxism To-

day’s most singular achievement: in its ambitious scope, its prescience, its limitations, and its am-

biguous legacy. Broadly speaking, the project was constituted by a set of interrelated attempts to 

understand the political implications of the emergence of ‘post-Fordism’. The cultural, economic, 

institutional and social consequences of the shift away from mass production and mass consumption 

were assumed to be profound, if unevenly distributed, and to demand a reformulation of many tradi-

tional strategies and priorities of the Left. Although they made much of their lack of political homo-

geneity, the contributors to the landmark New Times volume (Hall & Jacques 1989) shared the sense 

that any future left project must abandon any commitment to the centralising national state as the 

sole mechanism for effecting social change, must take account of the decomposition of homoge-

nous class identities and the rise of ‘identity politics’ and consumer culture, and should probably 

have an ecological dimension.  

!
It is salutary to remember just how prescient and how controversial such remarks still were on the 

British Left at the time. The Thatcherite phase of neoliberalism had up to that point largely amount-

ed to a set of direct assaults on the citadels of industrial labourism (the mining, manufacturing and 
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steel industries and the unions who represented their employees), and a highly visible and populist 

set of privatisations (primarily of national utilities and social housing stock). The subtler and more 

complex re-orientation of the entire labour market  towards short-term contract work, and an almost 

exclusive valorisation of transferrable ‘soft’ skills, had barely begun. Given that one of the major 

criticisms made of the New Times project by its critics was that they overstated the extent to which 

post-Fordism could be regarded as the ‘leading edge’ of contemporary capitalism (e.g. Rustin 

1989), it seems fair to say now that the New Times writers had broadly got it right. Robin Murray’s 

classic essays on post-Fordism (Murray 1989a Murray 1989b), for example, might have been writ-

ten as suggestive descriptions of a set of emergent practices; they read now as accounts of the basic 

blueprint for all of the major social, economic, institutional and cultural shifts of the intervening 

decades (c.f. Castells 1997; Hardt & Negri 2000; Sennett 1998, etc.) .  

!
In 1988, however, the claim that post-Fordism,and the rise of the New Right, represented an 

epochal shift rather than a short-term set-back was still a fringe position within most strands of the 

British Left. The relative isolation experienced by almost anyone who espoused this view perhaps 

explains the rather strange alliance of political tendencies represented by the New Times writers, 

wherein Eurocommunists and New Left veterans rubbed shoulders with post-punk proto-Blairites. 

Of these three groups, it was arguably the latter -represented by Charles Leadbeater and Geoff Mul-

gan - who had the strongest sense of what a political programme for new times would look like, 

with their bold advocacy of market mechanisms and consumer-oriented public services, and their 

virtual disdain for anything resembling old-fashioned collectivism or trade-unionism.  

!
 Having said all this, it is crucial to observe that there were sections of the Left who had been mak-

ing some of these arguments since long before  Marxism Today had abandoned its commitment to 

dogmatic Communism: the 1968 generation in particular, and the green, feminist and other social 
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movements which had emerged from that moment, had always been shaped by their commitment to 

experimental, networked, horizontal, pluralistic and radically democratic forms of organisation  . 1

Raymond Williams and his colleagues, including Stuart Hall, had been making similar arguments 

since the early 1960s, as had their counterparts in the American ‘New Left’ . There was arguably 

always something rather problematic about the embrace of these themes by a magazine and an or-

ganisation (the Communist Party of Great Britain) which had rejected them for so long after 1968, 

and it was surely significant that the New Times aggregation does not seem to have included many 

significant representatives of that very cohort - the activists of 1968 and its aftermath- which had 

most visibly and enthusiastically explored them. While the New Times writers always paid lip-ser-

vice to the importance of the ‘new social movements’, their interpretation of them was always idio-

syncratic and at times extremely problematic. In particular, most references to the green or women’s 

movements in New Times (e.g. Steward 1989, Brunt 1989) seem to stress the extent to which they 

contribute to a politics of lifestyle and postmodern pluralization of values, under-emphasising the 

extent  to which both proposed a social politics which could only become effective on the basis of 

projects which would be, if anything, even more universal in their scope than socialism, and equally 

demanding of wholly collective responses to the problems which they foregrounded  .  2

!
Similarly, Mulgan seemed to believe that the networked forms of ‘weak power’ which he advocated 

- and which had long been a characteristic of movements and tendencies influenced by anarchism (a 

fact which neither he nor his CPGB allies were ever inclined to acknowledge)  - could somehow be 

implemented by benign technocrats, without the messy requirement for a substantial political 
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movement actually demanding them (Mulgan 1989a). This in turn was typical of his and Leadbeat-

er’s tendency to deploy a form of analysis which may have been, as they claimed ‘Marxist in its ba-

sic form of analysis’ (Rustin 1989: 304) to the extent of its economic determinism, but which ulti-

mately paid no attention at all to the question of the social interests which shape political agendas. 

Mulgan’s and Leadbetter’s was a curiously two-dimensional view of politics, strong on understand-

ing the relationships between technological, organisational and cultural change, but completely my-

opic when it came to grasping the shifting sets of power relationships which such changes always 

involved.  

!
This myopia was nowhere more evident than in the single most obvious absence from the entire 

New Times  analysis, which simply included no serious discussion of which historical agents might 

be thought capable of implementing a political programme based on its observations. In general, the 

hope of even the most politically acute of the New Times writers seemed to be that a benign Labour 

government would administer a progressive policy agenda grounded in its conclusions. This was 

always a naive and implicitly technocratic assumption which simply ignored the extent to which 

any such government was liable to be driven by interests and influences far more powerful than the 

persuasive arguments of clever ex-communists, and which left most of the New Times cohort subse-

quently ill-equipped to engage with the rise of new forms of political activism in the 1990s  . From a 3

historical vantage point, it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that the limitations of this view were 

themselves entirely ideological in nature, summing up the prejudices, priorities and natural assump-

tions of an emergent ‘technocratic-managerial-financial elite’ (Castells 1996:  415) who implicitly 

assumed that the administration of New Times post-socialism would be their job, express their val-

ues, and seek to re-mould its citizenry in their image.  
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!
This aspect of New Times found its most perfect expression in the claim that the political distinc-

tion between ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ had become meaningless. Well of course it had, for those members 

of formerly marginal social constituencies and formerly left-wing political parties who now found 

themselves members of an emerging post-Fordist elite, as political advisors, management consul-

tants and media operators. From the point of view of any politics that might still be concerned with 

issues of social equality, this was always a banal assertion, given the political Right’s consistent 

hostility to any measure that might improve levels of equality; and for those of us living in council 

estates in Thatcher’s Britain, it was quite clear who was on our side and who wasn’t. 

!
The ‘beyond Left and Right’ tendency found perhaps its most articulate, but also most problematic 

expression in the writings of commentators such as David Marquand (1989). A brilliant and idio-

syncratic commentary on parliamentary politics and the various political traditions which inform it, 

Marquand’s analysis often suffered  from the lack of any sociological dimension. On the one hand, 

his account of politics as a battle of ideas made a compelling case for the re-alignment of left and 

centre-left politics in Britain, and was one of the main inspirations for the repeated calls from not 

only Marxism Today but also the New Statesman  and Guardian leader-writers, for an electoral pact 

between Labour and the Liberal Democrats to bring the era of Thatcherism to a close and initiate a 

much-needed reform of the UK constitution. On the other hand, few of his sympathisers foresaw the 

alternative ‘realignment’ that New Labour would effectuate, installing a technocratic neoliberalism 

as the governing philosophy of the political class, rather than the democratic pluralism dreamed of 

by Marquand et al. This was almost entirely due to their failure to grasp the extent to which any 

government would inevitably be determined by the agendas of the most powerful and best organ-

ised interests acting upon it, rather than by ethical arguments over political philosophy. It seems 

quite extraordinary today that Marquand could have proposed ‘a marriage between the communitar-
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ian, decentralist, participatory radicalism to which the Democrats, and perhaps the Greens, are 

heirs, and the communitarian, decentralist, participatory, strands in the socialist inheritance’ (Mar-

quand 1989: 378) while apparently believing that such a project could be anything other than a poli-

tics of the radical, anti-capitalist left; surely it should have been obvious even then that such a poli-

tics would be vehemently opposed by all of the forces and institutions of neoliberal capitalism.  

!
In part, of course, the embrace of such writers by Marxism Today, which their self-evidently ‘ideal-

ist’ approach to politics, was itself a reaction against the tendency of both the Marxist and Labourist 

traditions in the UK to embrace a kind of vulgar economic ‘materialism’ which entirely ignored 

‘superstructural’ issues like electoral systems and media strategy; the failure to attend to such issues 

had cost Labour dearly  over much of its history, and it was understandable that the New Times  

writers should wish to correct for this bias. But instead of a more complex materialism and a more 

nuanced sociology, they too often opted for an equally simplistic rejection of any idea that politics 

had to be understood as a set of conflicts between determinable material interests, rather than sim-

ply between  policy programmes and philosophies.  

!
But while they shared a certain obliviousness to the politics of power, Marquand’s principled demo-

cratic idealism never really shared much with the technocratic elitism of Leadbeater and Mulgan, 

and it was clearly the latter version of ‘New Times’ which was directly to inform the politics and 

analysis of New Labour, on whom Mulgan and Leadbeater were to be the only significant Marxism 

Today  writers to have any real impact. In fact this position was never representative of the majority 

of those writers, who felt so compelled to distance themselves from it that they produced a final 

special issue of the magazine in 1998 for no apparent reason other than to delineate such distance.  

For  writers such as Stuart Hall, who came from a very different intellectual tradition to either Mar-

quand or Mulgan, and his collaborator Martin Jacques, the purpose of the New Times analysis was 
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to identify a set of emergent and transformatory trends which Thatcherism had taken advantage of 

but which a pluralistic and radically democratic form of socialism  - perhaps best  prefigured by the 

programme of the Greater London Council under Ken Livingstone in the early 1980s, for which 

figures such as Murray had worked as key policy advisors -  might just as well be adapted to (Hal 

1989). But through what means this might happen, by way of what organisational innovations, 

strategic mobilisations or institutional innovations, was a question only ever addressed in the most 

most minimal and tentative terms. Only Leadbeater’s advocacy of marketisation actually addressed 

this question with any clarity.  

!
This, I think, was the other significant absence in the New Times analysis: just as there was very lit-

tle attention within that analysis to the question of what forms of collective political agency might 

emerge under the conditions which it described, the New Times  writers were at best timid on, at 

worst indifferent to, the question of what potential the New Times might contain for a radicalisation 

of democratic institutions and practices, at the level of both political institutions and material pro-

duction. To put this very simply, while New Times recognised that post-Fordism was in the process 

of undermining most of the key institutions of the political and social settlement which Fordism had 

made possible (parliamentary democracy + weakly social democratic welfare capitalism), they of-

fered relatively little reflection on what new forms of collective and institutional agency post-

Fordism might actually enable. While several of the most acute New Times  writers offered fascinat-

ing observations on the possible emergence of new forms of collectivity and democracy in the 

postmodern world (e.g. Hebdige 1989, Hall & Held 1989), the dominant tone of the key contribu-

tions to New Times was one which accepted as given and inevitable the assumption that a deep indi-

vidualisation of society, culture and politics was an inevitable consequence of this shift, which had 

to be embraced and should probably be welcomed.  

!
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 The version of the  New Times analysis  proposed by Leadbeater, for example,  tended to lump to-

gether the emergence of post-Fordism, new social movements, neoliberalism and Thatcherism, see-

ing them all as expressions of a singular tendency to a welcome  individualisation, to the liberation 

of the individual from ties of tradition, superstition and class (Leadbeater 1989a). It seems clear 

enough now that this wasn’t just a revision of Marxism and socialism: it was a total capitulation to 

the liberal tradition and its assumption that the liberation of the individual from the community is 

not only possible and desirable, but is the only real register of effective modernisation. It was also 

historically wrong. For example, Leadbeater’s claim that ‘Thatcherism’s  narrow individualism has 

been vital to unleashing a social energy for people to attempt to remake their lives as they want 

them‘  (Leadbeater 1989a: 407) simply overlooks entirely the extent to which Thatcherism was it-

self a  reaction to the social revolution in the 1960s, a machine for the capture, re-territorialisation 

and neutralisation of energies which had already been unleashed by the radical-democratic  libertar-

ianism of that moment. Leadbeater’s account posits a whiggish interpretation of this history as an 

episode in the long history of progressive liberalisation, an account which is both reactionary and 

demonstrably inaccurate.  

!
This line of thought reached its nadir in Leadbeater’s call for a ‘democratic individualism’ to re-

place socialist collectivism as the organising idea of ‘the Left’ (Leadbeater 1989b). Little more 

needs to be said about this beyond inviting the reader to reflect on the oxymoronic character of the 

phrase: democracy just isn’t about individualism; democracy of necessity involves the collective 

pooling of sovereignty and decision-making. Of course one understands what Leadbeater meant by 

the term: he envisaged, just as the Blairites were to do a few years later, a social order wherein the 

power of government was deployed to ‘empower’ individuals, as far as possible, to make for them-

selves the choices that would affect their lives. But the subsequent history of new labour - under 

whose administration almost none of the traditional egalitarian objectives of the socialist tradition 
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were achieved  - has surely made clear what should have been obvious to any thinker with the ana-

lytical resources of  that tradition to draw on: the notion of ‘individual empowerment’ is in many 

areas of life an ideological illusion, because there are many such areas in which effective power and 

effective choice can only be exercised collectively. And that is what ‘democracy’ means.  

!
 Of course, if we read New Times carefully, it’s clear that few if any of the other writers shared 

Leadbeater’s born-again liberalism. Even Mulgan’s account is far more nuanced  , and in a highly 4

prescient remark he already observed in 1988 the contradiction between any supposedly pluralistic 

politics and neoliberalism’s monomaniacal insistence on markets as the only effective mechanisms 

of governance  (Mulgan 1989b). The brilliant Sarah Benton (1989) charted the decline of the twen-

tieth-century model of representative party politics with razor-sharp accuracy, and leftist intellectu-

als like Hall and Jacques clearly needed no lessons in the philosophical inadequacies of liberalism. 

But Benton’s suggestions as to possible solutions to democratic decline were at best tentative. Hall 

and Jacques’ interest in and sympathy with ‘identity politics’ and consumer radicalism rarely ex-

tended to a substantial critique of their inherent inability to solve universal social problems. Mul-

gan’s pluralism was to become the alibi for an anti-political positivism which was almost explicitly 

technocratic in its insistence that government simply no longer required large-scale analyses of, or 

deliberate interventions in, broader relations of power (Mulgan 1997).  

!
So what never quite emerged from any of the other New Times writers was a  historical account of 

the new times and an alternative political programme which could match the rhetorical force or the 

narrative elegance of Leadbeater’s teleological individualism. On some level, I would suggest, all 
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of these writers seemed to accept, if only implicitly and resignedly, the inevitable victory of indi-

vidualism in 21st century societies.  New Times  is full of qualifications and assertions to the effect 

that its contributors do not believe that the end of Soviet Communism and Fordist social democracy 

equates to the end of all forms of collectivist, democratic, egalitarian and universalist politics; but 

the reader is left today with little sense that they really believed it. 

!
  And yet subsequent history has surely demonstrated what a mistake this was, that the culture en-

abled by the cybernetic revolution is by no means only characterised by fragmentation, privatisation 

and the proliferation of consumer choice as the key mechanism for the distribution of goods. It is 

also the world of social networks, open source, peer-to-peer, the world social forum, global protest 

movements, eco-consciousness and the Arab Spring. It is the world of those forms of collective in-

telligence and creativity which Leadbeater himself now calls ‘we-think’ (Leadbeater 2008). It is a 

world in which the problem of the relationships between individual and collective, between particu-

lar and universal, between liberalism and democracy is posed as never before; but in no case is it a 

world in which history has finally been resolved in favour of the one over the other. 

!
Of course, the New Times writers can hardly be blamed for their failure to posit a politics which 

could really work with these energies and these tendencies in order to forge a true 21st century radi-

calism: 20 years later, we are still waiting for such a politics to emerge. The difficulty of realising it 

is surely evinced in the fact that the most high-profile attempt to set a post-Blairite agenda for 

Labour has not been some revived, democratic version of ‘New Times’, but the explicitly conserva-

tive and reactive ‘Blue Labour’ project, which at its worst simply refuses to recognise that post-

Fordist capitalism or post-60s libertarianism has produced any desirable social effects whatsoever. 
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Only Compass - with  it’s occasional call to ‘dare more democracy  ’- has come close to proposing 5

something like the radically democratic agenda which the most interesting of the New Times writers 

seemed to be gesturing towards in 1988. Until we see a democratic politics emerge which can tell as 

robust a story as Leadbeater and New Labour were to tell - a story which is unembarrassed by the 

legacy of the New Left and confident about opposing both conservative forms of communitarianism 

and all forms of liberal individualism - the New Times project will remain, in fact, unfinished.  

!
Such a story would avoid the common mistake which has been constitutive of both New Labour 

and Blue Labour: that of accepting the neoliberal account of modernity. This accounts insists or im-

plies that there is only one possible form of modernisation inherent in contemporary technologies 

and social forms, only one possible destiny for a forward-moving people: towards a world of indi-

vidualized and competitive social relations, ubiquitous markets, technocratic governance and forms 

of democracy which are at best consultative and plebiscitory rather than representative, deliberative 

or participatory. Where Blue Labour proposes to evade this future by somehow halting or even re-

versing the direction of modernisation, by setting its face against modernity as such, New Labour 

proposed to embrace it without qualification.  

!
The problem with both of these approaches is their desperately simplistic assumptions about the 

nature of the ‘new times’ which we still inhabit, and their apparent gullibility when faced with par-

ticular sets of claims about them made by interested parties, be they finance capitalists, manage-

ment gurus or religious conservatives. A grasp of the new times which was really adequate to their 

extraordinary complexity would recognise that in any such moment we must see a bundle of implic-

it potentialities  - a complicated and contradictory collection of possible futures - and that the task 
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of politics is to select certain among them to bring to fruition, while necessarily suppressing the 

others; not merely to capitulate to that version of the future with the most support from powerful 

interests. As commentators such as Hardt & Negri (2000), and projects such as the World Social 

Forum process have made clear, the networked world of online intelligence and flat, near-free 

communication could just as well be seen as the harbinger of a new and radical democracy as the 

context for social disintegration and universal privatisation.  

!
In the public sector, for example, online technologies  could facilitate a democratisation of services 

instead of just their marketisation, with users, employees and administrators given the information 

and opportunity to deliberate online and even to take decisions there if it was desirable. Why 

couldn’t some of the energy which schoolchildren pour into social networking be channelled into 

helping to run their schools, as citizens of a community, instead of allowing all of it to be tapped, 

channeled and captured by advertisers and commercial media? Why, for that matter, couldn’t a for-

ward-thinking government find ways to encourage and strengthen the development of a grassroots 

media sector as a bulwark against corporate control, now that such encouragement could be virtual-

ly cost-free. Why on earth should should we accept the increasing professionalisation and manage-

rialism of local government when these same technologies finally offer the opportunity to open it 

up, to render it transparent, and to facilitate participation in it by much wider sections of the com-

munity? Hopes such as these were often uttered in the early days of the internet, and it is under-

standable that their failure to be realised has left behind an atmosphere of scepticism. But the prob-

lem with the cyber-utopians of the 1990s was in fact the same as that with New Labour and Blue 

Labour: they assumed that all of this would happen inevitably, without anyone having to organise it, 

because they could only see one future implicit in its present. This doesn’t mean that their goals 

were unrealisable: only that the task of realising them is a necessarily political one which requires 

determination, leadership, cunning, and the willingness to oppose powerful interests.  
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Such opposition would of course require that some attempt be made to determine which political 

constituencies - potential or existing - might be mobilised in order to constitute alternative poles of 

influence, opposing concentrations of interest. Looking back on the 1990s, it seems extraordinary 

that the great upsurge of political activism which brought the UK’s road-building programme to a 

temporary standstill in 1996 and which raised public consciousness over issues such as third-world 

exploitation and the World Trade Organisation’s neoliberal dogmatism to unprecedented levels, met 

with no answer but indifference from mainstream ‘centre-left’ politics, as did the struggle in support 

of persecuted trade-unionists on the Liverpool docks in 1997; but the same could be said of last 

winter’s wave of protests against the effective privatisation of higher education. A certain embar-

rassment with activism in general, and in particular with anything remotely redolent of ‘alternative’ 

culture was arguably one of the key points of stylistic and aesthetic resonance between the most in-

fluential writers on ‘new times’ (with their embrace of ‘style culture’ and of a popular historical nar-

rative which was often dismissive of pre-punk cultural radicalism) and their successors in new 

Labour, and it remains entirely typical of Labour politicians today. This is understandable. Michael 

Foot’s donkey jacket at the Cenotaph (interpreted, rightly or wrongly as a  deliberately workerist or 

counter-cultural sartorial gesture), and the moment when Greenham Common protesters shared a 

political position with the Labour Party, are inevitably associated in Labour’s collective memory 

with the period of its greatest defeat. What’s more, Labour has perceived the ‘respectable’ working 

class as its most needed but most fickle constituency at least since the days when Baldwin’s popular 

conservatism managed to keep them out of office for the duration of the Great Depression.  

!
But the consequence of this allergy to insurgent communities is that Labour has routinely and sys-

tematically turned its back on just those constituencies which have - however temporarily - offered  

the most imaginative and committed opposition to Labour’s natural enemies. At the same time, the 
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huge but inarticulate dissatisfaction with the world of work as most people currently experience it - 

not only by virtue of its instability and insecurity, or the difficulties of achieving ‘work / life bal-

ance’, but also by virtue of the many new forms of relentless bureaucracy and supervisory intrusion 

(from monitored toilet-breaks in call-centres to the stifling audit culture of the public sector) could 

easily be linked to the demands of such constituencies and given voice as a demand for a new wave 

of institutional and economic democratisation, if only we had a leadership with a stomach for the 

fight. A certain awareness of this absence from recent Labour practice clearly informs the recent 

fascination amongst former Blairites and Brownites with the tradition of ‘community organising’ 

associated in this country with London Citizens. But the huge problem with the practice of organi-

sations such as LC is that it relies on the existence of already well-established and well-defined lo-

cal communities (almost exclusively, in fact, religious communities) with identifiable internal hier-

archies. The far more inchoate, disaggregated, unformed but widespread forms of dissatisfaction 

which the ‘new times’ have generated still wait for imaginative leadership to given them direction 

and a voice. It is as much anywhere from the millions of students, workers, and service users whose 

wishes have been so roundly ignored during the years of neoliberalisation that Labour must still 

look for its natural support, even while the forms of identification and mobilisation - the demands 

and the identities of those making them - cannot be expected to be the same as in previous decaded.  

!
This, surely, was always the real point of the new times  project at its best: not to name a singular set 

of tendencies or a unique direction of travel which defined the new era, but to identify those poten-

tialities as well as those dangers implicit in the new times to which any successful project would 

have to be sensitive, as well as to delineate those opportunities which had finally closed for good. 

Today it is abundantly clear that the New Times writers were correct to insist that there could be no 

going back to the world of Fordism, social democracy and Stalinism; it is also clear that, outside of 

Latin America and the Moslem world, neoliberalism has succeeded in completely outmanoeuvring 
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its enemies on this new terrain. But if the cybernetic revolution which made post-Fordism possible 

was as epochal an event as it now looks to have been, then we are as yet only in the very early 

stages of a new historical phase, in which the task of formulating new political strategies and build-

ing new forms of democracy will be long, slow, and full of surprises. The times, from this perspec-

tive, are still very new indeed.  

!
!
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