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The quest for evolutionary socialism is neither a conventional political
history nor a traditional “historiography of political ideas,” but is an
examination of past and present interactions between European social
democratic politics and socialist political ideas. Since no study of
Bernstein’slife and work has appeared since Peter Gay’s 1952 study, The
dilemma of democratic socialism, Steger’s book is a timely response to the
need for a new, comprehensive biography of the German ‘“Father of
Marxist Revisionism,” as it not only incorporates recent academic
developments, but it also addresses current debates on the “‘end of
socialism,” as a result of the collapse of Marxism-Leninism, the fall of
the Berlin Wall, and the chronic ailments of European social democracy.

This study is set within the historical context of the fin-de-siécle
European labor movement, and thus Steger argues that Bernstein’s
contribution to socialist theory is directly relevant to the current process
of rethinking the traditional project of the democratic left along more
libertarian lines. Bernstein’s ““‘evolutionary socialism,” interpreted as a
quest for liberty, solidarity, and distributive justice, is still the most
appropriate vehicle for the extension of political and economic democracy
and the reconstruction of the sphere of civil society. As Steger stresses,
the future of social democracy lies in its capacity to heed Bernstein’s call
for critical self-reflection, theoretical renewal and reorientation toward
the liberal ideals of the Enlightenment tradition.
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