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Meaning, Subjects and Spaces of the Transformation

Subject of the second element of our project on the strategic perspectives of the Radical Left
 will be the idea of transformation, i.e. the linkage between every day’s pragmatic politics and the long-term goals of the Left. To deal with this kind of questions requires a theoretical effort. Since we still lack positive experiences with transformative processes, at least in Europe the debate has to be somehow experimental. Moreover it implies the question if the Radical Left still regards theory as necessary for political strategy and how political thinking has changed in consequence of the collapse of so called “real socialism”.

The short questionnaire below may serve as a flexible guideline for the preparation of the reports on your country. Moreover we invite everybody to give also his or her personal opinion on the questions raised in it.

1) On the concept of transformation: “How do you define transformation”?

a)
Does the Radical Left of your country still aim at superseding capitalism? How is this expressed in both theoretical texts, programs etc. and in its political practices? 
Overcoming capitalism remains not only the strategic objective of these groups, but it is even the reference point of their identity.

Two contradictory tendencies appear in political practices


the will to rally the left, the only possible way to open up alternative possibilities


the will to differentiating themselves, so as to clarify the political debate and thus attempt to "reconcile French people with politics".

The first is generally uppermost when it's a matter of opposing government policies. This is the case today with regards to pensions, for example. Texts, resolutions and meetings unite a great number of organisations of the whole left (trade unions, parties, associations). To avoid possible difficulties linked with the initiative and the action (giving the impression for example that some parties are rallying to the initiatives of another party which might possibly be a competitor), it has become a habit to let the associations (ATTAC, the Copernic Foundation, the League for Human Rights for certain subjects) set up "collectives" for some action or other and even to draw up the texts of the appeals.

The second tendency (distancing itself,  in order to clarify) is generally of importance at election times (in any case for the first round, the objective of beating the right becoming more important in the second round, rubs out differences). It also leads to subsidiary debates: should one take part or not in executives with the Socialists and or the Greens? If YES under what conditions? Etc.

The will to supersede capitalism evidently irrigates the programmes and proposals (alternatives) of the Radical Left as a whole. What is new comes rather from the fact that it appears  (the crisis and right-wing domination helping it) that in certain resolutions and texts the Socialist Party and even the Greens say the same. This evidently fogs up the political scenery, collective memory recalling the disappointing historical experience of the left in government, when it also had, for example the “break with capitalism” as part of its 1981 programme.

b) In which way the idea of superseding capitalism is relevant for the identity and the cohesion of the organisation? 

The answer to this question is partly contained in our reply to the previous one. The reference to overcoming capitalism serves both as a common basis for identifying and possibly rallying the “transforming left” and as a reference point for "differentiating themselves" from the rest of the left. This appears very clearly in the way  the Socialist Party, the Greens, other components of the left are described: these parties appear to be attracted by “social liberalism”, that is to say the temptation to "accompany" capitalism and consequently to think that it is reformable (even though, for the Communist Party for example, there is a left-wing within these two parties with which it is possible to work). 

But there is also a more or less explicit debate within the radical left: can the struggle against liberalism be confused with the struggle against capitalism (especially if it becomes a struggle against ultraliberalism)? This discussion is dealt with more explicitly in the reply to the following question.

 In a critical manner we can ask ourselves if it would not be more significant to clarify these discussions by bringing out their object: whether or not to break with capitalism, rather than to multiply the ways of naming things. (N.B. This questionnaire has the merit of going in direction of this clarification).

c) Which terms are used to designate the latter, e.g. “anti-capitalism”, “socialism”, “communism”, “emancipation” etc.? Do different parts and currents agree in this respect or do they differ?

This depends on the context and what one wants to describe. Thus, for example, the Communists are generally very attached to what they call their "Communist identity". But at the same time, the term “communism” is not often used to describe a way of organising society. In general the term “socialism” is preferred — the most recent, inspired by the revolutionary experiments in Latin America being that of "20th century socialism".

In general for various reasons (one of the main being the collapse of the "real socialism" is the main one), there is a decline in the use of words that had marked that previous period, notably capitalism revolution etc. It would, therefore, be interesting  from this point of view to ask ourselves to what extent the use of the term “social transformation" (instead of revolution?) within the Transform! network is also part of this trend to euphemism. The question arises also, in France at least, about the somewhat abusive use of the term "liberalism" and "ultra-liberalism" instead of “capitalism”.

The LCR has somewhat shaken up these "new" habits by choosing to call itself “Anti-capitalist", which has contributed to rehabilitating the use of the word capitalism. The crisis has amplified this "truth operation" right up to and including within the ranks of the right!

The word emancipation continues to be used, but rather for defining the general progressive objectives than programmes and texts 

d) Which term is used in your country to designate the identity of political groups left of the SD (e.g. “Radical Left”, “Socialist Left”, “Consequent Left”, “Transformative Left”, “Left of the Left”) and which are the specific options linked to the use of a respective term?

The term Radical Left is hardly used in France. The Communist Party rather prefers to talk about "a current at the left of the Socialist party”. Its principal partner in the Left Front, the Left Party, prefers to use the term "the other Left". The press and the social movements tend to talk of "the left of the left" or "lef-wing left", which is not quite the same thing. Historically it was Pierre Bourdieu and other sociologists who popularised these terms by publishing, in April 1998, a public platform in the newspaper Le Monde entitled: "for a left-wing  left". However, as these authors   pointed it out, this was not a matter of judging the left but rather a call to its leaders to “remain on the left", that is to say to enter into resistance to the forces of neo-liberalism instead of “accompanying” it.

Facing  this difficulty, many prefer to just list the organisations concerned -- that is to say the Left Front (Communist Party, Left Party, Unitary Left, which is the result of a recent split in the NPA), the small parties and groups allied to the Left Front (which includes in particular  the «communist renovators»), the NPA (and LO) -- rather than giving them a label. The terms used in France still bare the marks of the often longstanding history of these organisations as well as more recent debates linked, for example, to the necessity for rethinking strategies and the language after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

For example the majority of the members of the Communist Party (and not only those of the "identity" trend) consider it very important to keep this label of «Communist». Which has not prevented the fact that there have been internal debates since 1990 about the question of changing ot not the party's name (as has in fact been done in a number of other countries). On the other hand, the Communist party does not have exclusive use of the label "Communist": until recently the LCR used it as well, as still do some very minor groups like the French Communist Workers Party and the Trotskyist groups in general (one should note that these groups, who willingly call themselves «communists» in France prefer to call themselves «socialists» in Great Britain). Moreover groups like the renovators who have just left the French Communist Party continue to call themselves Communist.

All these groups have in common the wish to "break with capitalism" (or supersede it). To this extent the differences between them are not strictly speaking a matter of political orientation. If there are so many different parties and distinct groups the reasons should be found elsewhere. The sense of "identity” of the organisations, often very long-standing and often in competition with one another, plays a part but the main obstacle is more to be found in political strategies and particularly the strategies of alliances with other left forces (the Socialist Party and the Greens), as has been shown in the recent regional elections.

e)
By which means does the Radical Left of your country try to achieve a profound social change (reform/revolution, property regime, cultural hegemony/state power)? Is the term “transformation” used in the discourses, documents and programs?

The debate counter-posing the supporters of “reform” to those of “revolution” has changed radically. No one, except tiny political groups without any real political base, now envisages “transformation” as a moment of global breach. The word “transformation” itself is used by whose who advocate a change of system.

In the Socialist Party, the expression “accepted reformism”, adopted by the bulk of the trends, refers to the idea that “the market” in unavoidable. In the latest timid attempts to defend the idea of a “socialist” concept, Lionel Jospin tried to make a distinction between “market economy”, that he recognised as in fact imperative, and a “market society” that he said he rejected. However, this distinction remains at the level of political signs or symbols, without being conceptually clarified. In fact, this tried to say that “changes” would not call into question the principles of the capitalist economic or social order

The part of the Left (a minority and so far without much dynamism) that links “transformations” with systemic “breaks”, is itself divided into two trends. One brings together the supporters of the idea of the allegedly necessary collection of concomitant “breaks” (a sort of “minimum threshold” for transformation) that constitute a decisive stage towards a change of system. This trend rejects alliance with social democracy and, consequently, promotes the idea of a social movement imposing radical changes in the balance of political power.

The other one (and also the French Communist Party) sees “transformation” as a “process”. Jaurès’ expression “revolutionary evolution” is increasingly being used. It refers to institutional changes (including those that would set up and develop “economic democracy”), new forms of economic regulation, restraining the logics of capitalism as well as developing new forms of property, public or not. The thinking behind these proposals remains embryonic as well as the theoretical and ideological discussion, and no consensus exists in this regard among  the trade unions.

f)
Is violence denounced or accepted as a possible tool of transformative processes?

 “Revolutionary violence” in the historic meaning of the words is no longer claimed by any of the groups covered here. The Communist Party, for example, has considered itself as a government party for several decades now. As it cannot hope to have a majority on its own (which led it to renounce the “dictatorship of the proletariat” over thirty years ago) the will to govern necessarily means that it is prepared to make alliances with the Socialist Party or the Greens and agree with compromises to that end. Nor does the Left Front (broader than the PCF) have the objective of becoming the majority in the country, but only within the Left.

It is rather within the social movement that the question of violence retains a certain  relevance today. Phenomena like the “Black Blocks” only exist on a tiny scale. Their appearances in France most often coincide with European or World events (the Evian G8 in 2003, the NATO summit in Strasbourg in 2009). There is only one notable exception : in Poitiers in October 2009, on the occasion of the transfer of some detainees from one prison to another. These outbursts of violence are generally condemned by the Radical Left, even though some of the organisations that make it up are more “understanding” than others.

The issue arises also in the trade union sphere. The factory closures, that have increased with the delocalisations in recent years, have provoked a certain renovation of the unions’ repertoire of actions, sometimes with forms of “violence”: factory occupations, threats of destruction, holding executives or directors inside the factories. So far, all these actions have ended peacefully. They are most often defensive actions, which do not necessarily aim at keeping the sites in production but rather over the amounts of layoff compensation, for example. These actions take place on the initiative of the local union branches or even of the employees themselves. Without encouraging them, the national organisations generally support them nevertheless.

2.) Agency of transformation 

a) Is the questions of both social agents of transformation (working class, precarious workers, unemployed, women, youth) and political actors (trade unions, social movements, political parties) disputed within the Radical Left of your country? 

This is one of the principal subjects of debate within the “transforming Left”, and covers all the trends. The most widespread stand is to substitute other notions to the traditional ones of “working class”. One then speaks, in a less explicit manner, about workers, wage-earners, of popular classes and even of “dominated” ones. The unspoken issue of this debate being to define a social group that, if not leading is at least decisive. The notion of a “new social block” is used without defining more explicitly of what it could be made. There is nevertheless emerging the hypothesis that this new “social block” is directly linked to the question of a “new ideological hegemony”, which would have to be built. The question of knowing who could be the actors and what the tools — political or theoretical — of such a construction is still in limbo. It divides the supporters of a “force”, of a “gathering” or even of a movement that overcomes the cleavages between the political and social spheres.

The distinction between the popular classes and the “middle” or “intermediate” class plays a big part in this debate, even if it is not explicitly raised in these terms. Indeed, major differences are observable in France in the political behaviour of these groups: the middle class vote (the great majority of them); the popular (working class) abstain (often overwhelmingly). Similarly, the extreme right vote comes, essentially, from groups at the border between “those who just manage” and “those who can’t manage”, that is, those who fear to drop down from one class to the other.

The electoral map clearly shows that the failure of the Left and the very great weakness of the transforming Left lies in the abstention of the popular classes. Thus it is a central subject that over-determines the debate about a "new social block”. It is through this notion that the question has raised about a new alliance between the classes (“popular” and “middle”) whose political and economic roles have been very deeply transformed by the new technological revolution and financial globalisation.

It should be noted that organisations (political and trade union especially) are experiencing great difficulties: weakness in membership, in recruiting and in turnover …, that  divisions are multiplying in each camp and that the gap that has existed for several decades between the political and social spheres shows no sign of being reduced.

b) What is the actual power of traditional and new social movements in your country? Do they have a transformative vision?

We should specify here what we mean by “social movements”. The political parties of the Radical Left have, indeed, a tendency to consider themselves as being a part of the social movements, alongside with the trade unions and the so-called struggle-oriented associations (those that mark their difference from the so-called “charity” associations, even though the differences are sometimes blurred, since an organisation like Caritas-France takes an active part in the alterglobalisation movement). These parties also have a tendency to try to play a leading role, which is a source of difficulties and rejection.

The social movements took over, in a way, the role of political innovation and social protest in the 1990s, particularly when a part of the radical left (particularly the communists) was involved  in the “plural left” government (from 1997 to 2002). This period saw at once the quasi-generalisation of liberal policies throughout the world, the rise of struggles around ecological issues following the Summit of the Earth in Rio, in 1992, and the rising awareness of the danger of free trade and financialisation of the economy through the first struggles against Free Trade Treaties and the actions of the World Trade Organisation.

For the last fifteen years, we could have had the impression that, outside electoral episodes, it was the social movement and not the opposition parties that formed the principal force of resistance to government policies (the 1995 strikes, the Social Forums, the movements to defend pension systems in 2003, etc.).

The problem (which shows the strength of the liberal hegemony) is that these movements have rarely won victories and have, more often, been forms of rejection or protest than of alternative proposals. 

The social movements do not necessarily have a vision of global transformation, such as that of “superseding capitalism”. However, it can be said that their very activity has a transforming content to the extent that, generally, they show up social inadequacies that the parties and trade unions tend to overlook, or at least not attack, and in that they make a more direct appeal to the citizens.

c) Which new social movements emerged during the last decade in your country? Does the Radical Left regard them as an actual or potential antagonistic force?  Have these movements influenced the ideology, policy, practice and culture of the political Left?

It was during the 1990s that the so-called “struggle” associations appeared. The first ones stressed very precise and unique demands: the right to housing, the right to work, etc. Without saying that this emergence can be reduced to that, one could think that a big part was played by the delay of the “traditional” organisations (left parties and trade unions) in taking these new demands into account — demands that were consequences of liberalism’s hegemony (dismantling the welfare state, a generalised insecurity etc.). A little later there arose, for similar reasons, organisations like ATTAC, very innovative in bringing to light the mechanisms and the consequences of the financialisation of the economy and liberal globalisation.

These movements rapidly formed networks, which enabled the parties and groups of the radical left to play an active part and sometimes that of a driving force either in the name of their organisation or personally, as organisers of these movements and networks.

It is evident that these movements have influenced — very fortunately indeed — the themes, thoughts, proposals and programmes of the political Left. There were certainly some reservations, to the extent that these movements upset the traditional analyses focused on the national economies. There were also conflicts due to the very conception of the movement as a whole: networks that favour horizontality or more pyramidal concepts of political parties playing a central role and gathering movements  around them? Nevertheless, all in all, new forms of political culture emerged.

d) Does the new generation of activists somehow refer to the history of the Labour, Communist and Left movement?

The new generation does not spontaneously refer itself to this history, but only when it is trained in political parties or trade unions. Yet educational activities are no longer systematically organised by these organisations. The tradition of referring to this history is thus beginning to get lost.

e) Do Feminism and Ecology play a particular role?

The feminist and ecological movements do not have the same history and influence.

The feminist movements are meeting today difficulties,, in finding slogans to unite and influence the existing social struggles. The question of feminism remains on the agenda of the parties of the “radical left” and is demanded as such, but its influence has considerably weakened despite the situation (social inequalities, removal of former achievements, , return to the old moral order etc.).

The ecological issue has come onto the agenda in the last few decades, and especially in the last few years. The awareness of the ecological catastrophe taking place and its links with the capitalist system is beginning to replace the traditional antagonism between the ecological fight (seen as part of the defence of the quality of life of the upper classes) and the social struggles (“traditional field” of the radical left). Nicolas HULOT in 2007 and the recent very substantial scores of the Europe Ecology Movement oblige the radical left to consider the ecological issue and renovate its approaches to this issue. The Grenelle Round Tables on environment issues have, moreover, concretely contributed to bringing together the ideas of the ecological movement and the , trade unions. Thus in international battles (World Social Forums and more recently the Cochabamba Summit), but also in local struggles (against privatisation of energy, for public water services etc.) the social and ecological concerns have  become linked together in the discourse of the radical left. However, the different parties have only recently been converted to ecology and have not yet unified their discourse, with important differences between themselves, which allows the Greens to criticise a superficial conversion.

f) Provided that the Radical Left regards a pluralist alliance of different forces as a requirement for the initiation of a transformative process what would be the sufficient conditions to constitute a new transformative blocks?

The Left in France frequently talks about the need for a popular rallying as if this was something almost “natural”, without fixing the setting up of a social block (in a Gramscian definition) as a political objective. When it’s a matter of defining of whom a left-wing party wants to be the party, the social transformations since the crisis of Fordism have made research difficult. Thus the PCF can no longer identify itself as the party of the (industrial) working class, and the percentage of industrial workers voting for it is very small. During its last Congress, the objective of “uniting the dominated” was formulated (from the social, democratic, cultural and discriminatory point of view) as well as the constitution of Fronts: fronts for struggling (put in the plural) around political and social objectives; a Left Front (enlarged until it becomes the majority)for a  political alternative.

Regarding this Left Front, it is not ye»t clear what major and central political requirements would be able to concretely favour, in the political struggle, the setting up of a lasting social blocks  supporting political changes and social transformation. The paths leading to transformation remain imprecise. While the PCF affirms it wishes to be useful for building fronts with other forces, broadened towards popular participation, practice shows that this party continues to see itself as the central force for building the Left, both inside the fronts and as the central, essential spokesman of the “social movement”.

 The present “great crisis” brings even more into relief the needs, the possibilities and the obstacles for building a front for social transformation. The most impoverished people are being joined in their descent by a large part of the “middle class”; the public sector is as threatened as the private one. If, in France, the social block: popular classes (industrial workers and office workers)+public sector+the highly educated people embracing the values of the Left, which had led to Mitterrand’s victory in 1981 had subsequently exploded, the realities are changing and Sarkozy will probably not again be able to win a majority with slogans like “reforms by breaking through” or “working more to earn more” that have aimed at the individualisation of social relations. 

This raises the question, for the left, of what policy to propose that would enable it to overcome the divisions in society (those who pay income taxes and those who need social aids to survive; those who still have the means of observing the rules of society and those whose family life is destabilised; those who still have social gains to defend and those to whom society no longer recognises any rights) so as to build a lasting social block uniting the most vulnerable and insecure, the industrial and white collar workers, the “middle class” coming down in the world, the circles committed to Left values, junior executives (private, in state institutions) demanding a new kind of social and economic development … Creating such a social block cannot be done spontaneously, on the basis of social evolution, of sociological data or as an automatic result of struggles. It requires a very demanding political and ideological effort of work, a process  for building political dynamism around very concrete alternative demands of such a nature as to encourage the regrouping of different components (different regarding their social, ideological, origins, gender and political histories) into a lasting block.

Creating new forms of political alliances —for example in the form of fronts capable of gathering different forces — would be able to encourage the emergence of a social block in favour of political change and social transformation, which would be very heterogeneous from the social and ideological point of view and which could only agglomerate round strong and shared demands.

3.) Spaces 
a) What is according to the Radical Left the role of the national state in the transformative processes? 

Except with some marginal political trends, particularly the “movementist” ones, the question of social transformation is essentially related to the winning and exercise of State power. The absence of a public European area plays a major role in this situation. Moreover, the political cultures, all related to issues of national power also counts a great deal in the fact that the forces of transformation do not give much importance, except in words, to constructions that go beyond the national framework. Thus the European Left Party does not exist at all, or only very marginally, in the PCF’s discussions, although the latter was one of the former’s most active founders.

b) Some political forces suggest that Europe is the minimum space for a transformative effort. Does the Radical Left in your country agree with this claim?

Historically, the forces of the radical Left have never been enthusiastic supporters of the building of Europe. For the Communists, and the associations and the Trade Unions that they have influenced, it was considered, until the 80s, as an American dominated Atlantist structure directed against the Soviet Union. The same approach had led them to support de Gaulle’s foreign policy, and that of his successors, one of the aspects of which was also what can be called “economic nationalism”.

The fact should also be considered that, until quite recently, the progressive movements as a whole shared the idea that the great social conquests (the Popular Front, the 1945 Liberation …) that structured the discourse of the Left in France, were superior to those that existed in other countries and that all forms of “harmonisation”, therefore, could only have negative consequences. Any form of “supranational” body was thus only accepted reluctantly.

Taking into account of realities (Europeanisation and then globalisation of political, economic and social problems), the necessity of not being isolated on European questions within alliances made at national level with the Socialists and the Greens, as well as the “discovery” of the fields of European problems through taking part in the European Parliament (the PCF as well as the LCR have had Members of the European Parliament) were factors, amongst others, that have led to European questions being integrated into the programmes and strategies of the “Radical Left”.

c) Following the present crisis, what is the view of the Radical Left in your country regarding the desirable future of the EU? (can or should it be transformed, be dissolved, other)?
Today, one of the first effects of the crisis seems to have been stopping this movement of taking into account the European “reality” and even a step back. The absence of the E.U. as such in the bulk of recent decisions (economic recovery plans, support for Greece etc.) has, rather paradoxically, been condemned including by people and groups considered to be eurosceptic.

While membership of the European Union has not, hitherto, been openly questioned, this is not the case with decisions and mechanisms that the Left has fought against for the last twenty years (Amsterdam stability and growth pact, creation of the euro, etc.). In this field, and particularly that of the often radical criticism, of the euro, the Radical Left has found many allies, particularly  many economists, without however the latter being necessarily convinced anti-liberals, all the more favourable to superseding capitalism.
�	 The notion „Radical Left“ is used in this context in a mere empirical sense to designate the group of parties which exist on the Left and independently from Social democracy. In some studies this group of parties is named the “Far Left” or “Left of the Left”. In any case, the concept of “Radical Left” points to a strategic problem which also will be subject of our debate in the seminar.





