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Meaning, Subjects and Spaces of Transformation: Case Finland

First a note on terminology: In what follows, the Left Alliance will be referred instead of “Radical Left”. Politically the Left Alliance is to the left of Finnish social democrats, but this is not necessarily a very radical position. Many members of the Left Alliance consider the term “radical left” odd and it is not often used in public discussion either. 

1. 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? 

Reckless global capitalism is criticized, but the Left Alliance does not have a plan how to supersede capitalism as such. 

The party platform states that the Left Alliance opposes itself to capitalism and is in favour of democratic governance of the economy.  The party identifies itself within the “socialist trend of ideas”, which is defined as regulation of economy for promoting equality and true freedom for everybody. However the concrete measures in the party platform and in the currently valid political action plan are not explicitly considered as steps to transcend capitalism. Whether or not these measures have such potential, remains for the reader of these documents to be decided. 

In publicity the Left Alliance appears as a party for modifying and moderating capitalism, not transcending it. This is understandable in light of the fact that there are no real alternatives to capitalism, which would have significant counter-hegemonic strength.  

The upcoming party conference in June 18-20, 2010, has particular significance also in this respect. There is rising movement inside the party, which insists on the harmfulness of capitalism and the importance of strategies of overcoming it. For example, the basic income could be considered as a pathway toward non-capitalism, i.e., toward a society which would be more liberated from the governance of both private capital and bureaucratic state apparatus. There are also other articulated approaches, for example “commonism” which concerns the use and production of commonly available resources. 

A new political action program will be approved in the party conference. There is some publicly expressed discontent with the party board’s proposal also with respect to the issues mentioned above, but it remains to be seen how this will be manifested in the conference.

b) In which way the idea of superseding capitalism is relevant for the identity and the cohesion of the organisation? 
In our opinion it is crucial. There can be no substantial and long-lasting mobilization without key concepts and views defining the identity of the movement. We believe that no prospectively hegemonic project can be founded on admitting that the opponent is essentially right. Without an aspiration to supersede capitalism a party on the left side of social democrats will simply fade away or unite with the social democrats. 

In this discussion market economy has to be distinguished from capitalism. The existence of market or even reasonable amount of private property does not, in our view, necessarily lead to a capital-dominated society, i.e. capitalism. 

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?
The Left Alliance is neither a socialist nor a communist party, but it belongs to the “socialist trend of ideas”. This means that socialism, if something, would be the keyword as regards the identity of members of the Left Alliance, but it is not known how big a proportion of the members of the Left Alliance would identify themselves as socialists in any meaning of the word. Moreover, regulation toward equality as socialism is defined in the party platform could easily be interpreted to mean a capitalist economy with some constraints on the acceptable ways of making profit, i.e. “capitalism with a human face”. 

d) 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 term “transformation” is not used by the party or in the discussions among the left. The concept is not widely known in the Finnish political discussion, probably because of the missing vision of an alternative ideal toward which the transformation would take place. 

Profound change in terms of reform is indeed striven by the Left Alliance, mainly by means of parliamentary and municipal politics, but also in the labour market. The Left Alliance has 17 seats out of 200 in the Finnish parliament (currently in the opposition) and strong positions in a couple of trade unions. Roughly 70 % of Finnish wage-earners are organized in trade unions and the demands of the latter enjoy wide support in the population. 

For example, the Left Alliance has dominant position in the Food Workers’ Union, which just managed to mitigate the worsening in the working conditions of the food industry. However, most of the struggles the left is involved are defensive by nature. 

The main problem in gaining wider support for its projects is the party’s lack of credibility. Relying mainly on rather traditional social democratic or state socialist ideas about the realm of labour and economy neither rises much interest nor increases people’s confidence on the real capabilities of the Left Alliance to govern the country. The failure of above-driven socialism, the deep cultural changes in the emerging post-industrial era, together with the globalization of the economy are clearly obstacles for a 70’s type of Fordist compromise, but the party leadership and parliamentary group do not seem to fully realize this fact.
However, some new ideas have emerged during the past couple of years. The Left Forum itself is a good example of a novel effort for regaining the initiative in the political discussion.

Some new party departments in the spirit of the New Left have been founded and they have rapidly gained reasonable popularity in the university towns.  The Left Alliance is finding sympathizers among students and in the academy, partly due to the neo-liberal university reform which was in the decisive vote opposed only by the Left Alliance. After a long silence, the left intelligentsia seems to be in a process of regeneration. The party conference in June will provide more information about the state of the affairs inside the party also in this respect.
e) Is violence denounced or accepted as a possible tool of transformative processes?
Violence as a political tool is almost self-evidently denounced; however, the question almost never arises in the political debate. There are no violent insurrection movements in Finland. Moreover, there is no general awareness about the present-day armed liberation struggles in the countries of the South, although historical experiences are more widely recalled. Most often the official Left Alliance party line is to condemn all use of violence, for example in the case of the Palestinian conflict. Accepting violent political methods would involve a serious risk of long-term political marginalization.
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?

Yes. The issue of precarity has been under a big dispute since the emergence of a radical precarity movement in 2004-2005. The movement organised various demonstrations under themes that aimed at politicising the material needs of people in precarity (precarious jobs, basic income, the cost of living, affordable housing, free public services, migrant rights and the control of urban space). One central theme of the movement was also the possibility to abstain from wage labour, especially through a sufficient basic income.  
In 2006 a representative of the precarity movement spoke in Finnish television against  ”shit jobs”, not only in terms of lousy working conditions and low-wage jobs but also in terms of unsatisfactory and unnecessary tasks under a wage labour contract.  The definition of precarity was broader than merely short-term and part-time contracts: the movement emphasised the Post-Fordist turn of capitalism and thus growing need for flexible workforce etc.  Their claim was also that not all flexibility and precarity is unequivocally negative from the worker’s perspective: the situation also entails certain freedoms that heavily controlled workplaces and working time under the Fordist era couldn’t offer. The movement also directed criticism against trade unions claiming that their agenda was not up to date with growing precarity and that trade unions were stuck in defending only people with permanent and full-day contracts. 

The trade unionist left and some parts of the Left Alliance party were intimidated by the challenge coming from the precarity movement. The most common counterarguments were (and up to date still are) that the Post-Fordist turn of capitalism doesn’t exist or doesn’t play a special role in growing precarity. In terms of statistics, the growing precarity  in Finnish society is actually not unequivocally simple to point out: still vast majority of the workforce are in fact working under ”non precarious” contracts. The argument of the precarity movement was, however, that statistics can’t verify the subjective experiences of precarity which also occur with persons whose status would statistically be defined as non-precarious. The precarity movement was also criticised for a certain elitism: they were portrayed as mainly academic brats who have no will to take up the necessary tasks that are needed for society to function. 

There is an anti-feminist backlash emerging in Finnish society, which is also directed towards the left. According to many analyses, the left is losing because it is losing male supporters. For example, after the EP elections the Finnish Broadcasting Company quoted a statement by the Director of the social democratic think tank Kalevi Sorsa Foundation, that “the core worker is being alienated from the SDP by the female faces in the party leadership”. Analyses of Left Alliance have likewise emphasised that in order to survive the party has to find new ways of appealing to traditional male workers.

This narrow definition of a worker – male industrial worker – points to one of the biggest failures of the left: the inability to understand the transformation of capitalism to the post-Fordist mode of production, a new class composition and new worker subjectivity. Factories are being closed, but at the same time the importance of the service sector has been growing for decades. By holding on to a notion of “the traditional worker”, the left neglects today’s workers: low-paid workers with short-term contracts, with often changing workplaces and work units, with growing precarity and more difficulties in organising themselves politically. These people are very often women but also immigrants. The left has relatively little support among nurses and teachers, for example. 
The right and especially the Greens have been able to direct their message towards precarious workers and women. One paradox at the moment is, that the right-wing government of Finland is proposing a new immigration bill, which would significantly improve the conditions of individuals migrating to Finland (for example the possibility to obtain a work permit for 5 years compared to 1 year earlier). At least part of the parliamentary group of the Left Alliance party is against the bill. 
The political left has to a large extent adopted the idea that class identities and class composition in the Post-Modern era is not very influential for people’s perception of their social status and willingness to struggle for improving their living conditions. The Left Alliance party has ordered supporter surveys, according to which, for example, the supporters of the party are individualistic. Therefore analysis of class realities and what the precarity movement was aiming at, namely mobilising people in precarity, has been seen as an unlikely way to achieve political goals and transformation. However, the discussion about social classes is emerging after a few decades in Finland, at least in social sciences.  The left has not been very interested in elaborating the class analysis further. 

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

Traditional and new social movements are rather weak at the movement. They have not presented a transformative vision, but they have mainly concentrated on few thematic areas and reactive struggles.

Of the new social movements, the above mentioned precarity movement has been somewhat proactive and raised the topic of basic income to the political agenda. 

The animal rights movement has been quite successful since the 1990’s in reclaiming space for new topics, namely animal rights, especially regarding the fur farming industry in Finland.  Before radical animal liberation activism animal rights were not regarded as matters of the political sphere. Politization is now taking place also regarding animal rights in industrial food production. 

So far the actual policies have not changed much, though, neither in terms of basic income nor in terms of animal rights.

A rising degrowth movement could be also regarded as one of the more proactive campaigns. The degrowth movement will be elaborated further in the question 2e below.

In 2003 huge demonstrations were organised against the war in Iraq. However, the public interest related to the military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan has diminished during the years and the questions of war and peace do not seem to be that relevant in Finnish public debate, regardless the fact that Finland actually is part of a military conflict in Afghanistan.  The public opinion is still critical towards the NATO and against Finland joining the organisation but that is actually not a result of active campaigning. There hasn’t been a broad campaign against the NATO.  The Left Youth is actually one of the only active groups who have been keeping the topic on the political agenda.
c)      Which new social movements emerged during the last decade in your country? 
At the time of Prague (2000) and Gothenburg (2001) summit demonstrations there was a rising tide of a Finnish globalisation movement. The movement faded away in the upcoming couple of years but a squatter movement, a precarity movement and a No borders movement emerged, initiated largely by activists whose background was in the globalisation movement.  

In the animal rights movement there has been a shift from sabotage to mass-media coverage seeking direct action such as filming fur farms, pigsties and chicken coops and publishing the material on the internet. 

In 2000 the Finnish anti-nuclear movement emerged and there was an active campaign with mass demonstrations against the building permission of the fifth nuclear power plant. The Finnish parliament voted in favour of building more nuclear power in 2002. Since then the Finnish anti-nuclear movement has been relatively weak and it has been difficult to mobilise people around the issue. However, there have been various actions against nuclear power, especially led by Greenpeace. Despite active campaigning and a mass demonstration held in May 2010 the Finnish parliament will most probably vote in favour of another two nuclear power plants before the beginning of this summer season.  Paradoxically, the Finnish Greens are represented in the current government, which is strongly pushing forward nuclear power and which environmental organisations claim to be the most hostile government towards the environment. 

In the past couple of years an independent but a strongly left-wing student movement has emerged. The campaigns of the movement have concentrated on opposing the proposal of introducing tuition fees for students outside of the EU (and opposing tuition fees in general) and opposing the new university act, which for example increases the role of corporate funding within the university administration. The student movement has also actively raised the topic of basic income into the political agenda of the student unions. Currently several student unions in Finland are either supporting the idea of basic income or in the process of debating the issue. (Read more about the Helsinki movement in the latest issue of Transform! Journal 6/2010: Student Action Helsinki – Experiences of Freedom And Resistance http://www.transform-network.net/en/home/journal-transformeurope/display-journal-transform/article//Student-Action-Helsinki-Experiences-of-Freedom-And-Resistance.html)

A very active or a nation-wide campaign for maintaining public services and the welfare state has not existed. There has been local campaigning against budget cuts in cities and a network called Freedom to have alternatives (as a counterargument for “There is no alternative”) has been formed.  However, this networking has not resulted in active campaigning. The Freedom to have alternatives network has been perceived mainly as a venture of the left wing social democrats to reform their party. 

c) 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?

The relations of the precarity movement and the left have been elaborated above in question 2a.

Regarding the animal rights movement, the left does perceive it as an antagonistic force but has withdrawn from any support for sabotage as a means of struggle. However, the Left Alliance has supported various demands of the animal rights movement regarding the condition of animals in industrial food production and fur farming.  Especially the issue of fur farming is very sensitive within the party but there seems to be a gradual shift in the attitudes towards acceptance of the agenda of the animal rights movement. 

The emergence of the No border / freedom of movement activism was at first considered marginal by the left, mainly because the number of immigrants is relatively low in Finland.  Raising up the rights of asylum seekers, the flaws of the asylum system and the struggles of people who are in danger of facing deportation and the situation of the Roma beggars the movement has been working mainly with church-based organisations. Lately the Left Youth have also been active in campaigning in these issues. The left is gradually adopting the agenda of the freedom of movement activists but, as pointed out in question 2a, the agenda of the left regarding immigration is still ambiguous.

The Left Alliance has supported the anti-nuclear campaigning but there is also a minority within the party and the parliamentary group that endorses nuclear power. Therefore the party has had problems with credibility in issues regarding the environment.

The Left Alliance has been strongly supporting the demands of the student movement and the movement against the university act.
d)      Does the new generation of activists somehow refer to the history of the Labour, Communist and Left movement?
Not very actively. One thing that the precarity movement has expressed is that the Finnish welfare system and the workers’ rights were gained through struggles (of the working class) so therefore it is necessary to act now. This kind of rhetorical position is not very commonly used, though.
e)      Do Feminism and Ecology play a particular role?
In Finland the variety of feminist movements is not very broad. This results mainly from the fact that women have been included in political decision-making and they have been members of political parties for over a century. Political women’s organisations have played an important role in women’s empowerment historically.  The downside to this is that this so-called “state feminism” has not left much room for more radical, grassroots feminist movements to emerge. 

Political parties have to direct 12 % of their state-provided party subsidies to their women’s organisations. There has been some debate on whether this only makes political women’s organisations more excluded from the core of the parties and makes women’s activities introverted. However, in most of the parties (the Greens being the only exception) women constitute a minority so there is still a need for a budget quota for women’s organisations and activities especially for women. 

Environmental movements have been relatively active in Finland in recent years. Most of the movements and organisations concentrate mainly on climate change and environmental questions as matters of ecology, not as downsides of the capitalist system. In less than a year a degrowth movement has started to emerge. The movement is still in the process of formation and it is being led by Finnish environmental organisations such as The Finnish League for Nature Conservation and the Finnish Nature League. Economic degrowth as a political project could be useful for the Finnish left as well, as it combines both the questions of environmental sustainability and social equality.  For the time being, however, as the degrowth movement is led by environmental organisations, there is a lack of concrete macroeconomic models of how to organise society in a sustainable and just way.  Also the question of capitalist mode of production should be tackled. 
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?

 So far the Finnish civil society has been fragmented. The fragmentation has not resulted in tensions between different groups, but rather in indifference and lack of cooperation. The Finland Social Forum has been organised since 2002 and it gathers most of Finnish left-leaning organisations, some trade unions, environmental organisations etc. together. However, cooperation between different organisations (for example between environmental organisations and trade unions) has been quite modest. This could be seen as a failure of the social forum process: there hasn’t emerged a transformative movement that gathers together different civil society and political actors even though they actually are represented in the open space of the social forum. 

Key issues in building new transformative blocks would be finding lowest common denominators between these different movements, which are now waging their struggles separately and to introduce spaces where cooperation could emerge. So far the social forum process has not been able to produce new alliances and long-lasting cooperation. The question lies, then, could the social forum process be improved or should there be a totally new process that could achieve the goal better. Or, if there is no special process, how could the different ongoing struggles be interlinked to one another?
3.)     Spaces

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

There hasn’t been almost any critical analysis of the state within the Finnish left. In general, the state is almost exclusively regarded as a positive actor because of its role in the distribution of wealth and as a guarantor of public goods. The role of the state for example in terms of class relations or in enabling neoliberal policies has not been analysed.

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?

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)?

The Left Alliance has not been able to build a coherent agenda regarding the European Union ever since Finland joined it in the beginning of 1995. The party did not have an official position on EU membership, but 76 % of its supporters voted against the EU in the 1994 referendum. After having to accept Finnish membership in the Union, the official strategy of the party has been to try to change the EU from within. What this policy means in practise is a matter of dispute.

In 1997, the Left Alliance organised a ballot question for party members on Finland’s membership in the European Monetary Union. When the ballot was distributed it came with a disclaimer from the party leadership emphasising that a negative result would entail the Left Alliance’s departure from the Rainbow Cabinet. EMU membership was endorsed by party members and the Left Alliance stayed in office, although the process was criticised as having been manipulated.
Open discussion of the Left Alliance’s EU policy has been very much avoided ever since. The party has not taken a strong stand on major political issues such as the EU constitution/the Lisbon Treaty. Its official statement called for a referendum, but it has not identified a clear position on the Treaty itself. The majority of the Left Alliance parliamentary group voted against the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty in 2008 and the EU constitution in 2006. Some MPs, such as the party chairs at the time, Martti Korhonen (2008) and Suvi-Anne Siimes (2006), voted for ratification.

A general assumption, especially among those who are most critical of the EU is that the leadership and the party’s trade-unionists lean toward pro-EU positions whereas the party’s rank-and-file and supporters have a more critical stance. According to a Finnish Business and Policy Forum – EVA survey, in 2008 the supporters of Left Alliance are, after the True Finns, indeed the most critical of the EU. The party MEP in 1996-2009, Esko Seppänen, was very popular among Euro-sceptical voters.
One reason why Left Alliance did badly in the EU elections of 2009 might very well be its lack of coherence and credibility in handling EU matters. The only direct conclusion we can draw from this is the need for a more open debate on the EU and subsequently building a concrete common agenda on what the left alternative should be. What we cannot completely verify, however, is the claim that the majority of the supporters of the party would demand a more Euro-sceptical position towards the EU. If we look at the parties to which Left Alliance has lost votes – the Euro-sceptical and nationalist True Finns and the liberal and federalist Greens – we cannot assume that the party’s support base only consists of Euro-sceptics. 
At the moment the position of the Left Alliance towards Europe and the EU is ambiguous. The Left Alliance joined the European Left party at the end of 2009. A concrete agenda on the future of the European union or coalition building on the European level is still in the process of formation. 

