Thinking Left Dissent

Call for Papers, Contradictions 2021

In recent years, the dominant reading of dissent as an ideologically liberal project has been called into question. Academic discussions have seen calls to “rethink” and “reread” the history of dissent, leading to new inquiries into the political ideas that emerged from East-Central Europe before the radical changes of 1989. After years in which research on dissent emphasized questions of political freedom and human rights, new research has begun to address previously overlooked questions such as gender inequality, dissident conceptions of solidarity, labor exploitation, and the appearance of nationalism and illiberalism within some strands of dissident thought.

In a thematic volume of the journal Contradictions devoted to left dissent, we will focus on three mutually interconnected motifs. 1) Whereas a wealth of literature interprets dissent in liberal terms, only marginal attention has so far been paid to aspects of dissent traditionally associated with the political Left. We therefore wish to fill this historiographical gap by drawing attention to dissident concepts that derive from other intellectual traditions, such as humanist Marxism, reform Communism, and the New Left, which have defined themselves in contrast to liberal visions of the socio-economic order. 2) At the same time, we also reflect on the limits of the political thought and political imagination of the time, which was shaped by the theoretical and political experience of orthodox Marxism-Leninism. We ask whether left dissidents’ thought was intellectually consistent or internally contradictory, and to what extent it was affected by dissidents’ relative social and intellectual isolation. 3) Last but not least, we are interested in the relevance of the intellectual legacy of left dissent today. Should this legacy be seen as a mere relic of the past, necessarily tied to the existence of state-socialist regimes, or can it be a source of inspiration to those of us seeking ways out of today’s political, economic, and ecological crises?

We are interested in contributions that look at cases within specific national or local contexts as well as studies that take a comparative or synthetic approach. We especially welcome texts that trace the theoretical sources of given concepts as well their interpretation, development, and diffusion in confrontation with other intellectual approaches, and we encourage authors to approach their material critically, and to draw on analyzed material in order to develop new theoretical concepts. 

Research questions may include the following:
· How did left dissidents critically conceptualize state socialism (employing notions like state capitalism or “the dictatorship over needs”)?

· How have socio-political concepts traditionally associated with the political left been discussed within dissent – concepts such as solidarity, community, equality, and liberation, as well as labor and capital?

· To what extent was Marxist terminology employed in dissident reflections as a critical tool for describing the operation of power, ideology, or economic injustice?

· To what degree did left dissent move beyond Marxism as an analytical and political tool, and what form was taken by these extra-Marxist aspects of left dissident concepts?

· What factors can explain the general decline of critical Marxism in Eastern Europe in the 1970s? How did the understanding of Marxism change during this period, and what form has been taken by attempts at its revival in the post-Communist era?

· Dissent in the 1970s and 80s was distinguished by a critique of socialist as well as capitalist industrial civilization. To what extent can this critique be brought to bear on the current environmental crisis and its political dimensions?

· Can the dissident critique of Soviet-type regimes help us understand the current crisis of political liberalism facing anti-pluralistic political tendencies?

· Can one speak of left dissent today? If the critical left not only distinguishes itself from liberalism and conservative anti-communism, but seeks to inscribe itself within alternative intellectual traditions, how might these traditions be understood?

· If part of historical left dissent defined itself not only against non-leftist liberalism, but also against regimes that were understood as leftist, can the legacy of left dissent also contribute to the internal critique of the contemporary left?

Deadline for submissions: 29 January, 2021. Please format articles in accordance with the Contradictions style guide.

We are accepting contributions until 29 January 2021 according to the standards of the journal
