
transform!
european journal for alternative thinking and political dialogue

13/2013

Europe:
There Is Another Way



2	

Content

Editorial                                                                                  4
Walter Baier

Essays
Critical Reflections on a Historic Crossroads                                           8
André Tosel

Elements of a Concept of Socialist Transformation                                  20
Michael Brie

On	the	Eve	of	the	European	Elections
Some Strategic Reflections on How to Change Europe                              30
Elisabeth Gauthier, Haris Golemis and Walter Baier

The European Elections: A Landmark in the Struggle Against Austerity            37
Pierre Laurent

What SYRIZA Will Propose to Europe                                                 41
Alexis Tsipras

Different Roads to a Different  Europe?                                                48
Inger V. Johansen

Political Polarisation on the Eve of the 2014 European Elections                   54
Barbara Steiner, Anna Striethorst und Walter Baier

The Radical Left in Europe: An Outline                                                68
Philippe Marlière

Ways	Out	of	the	Crisis
An Industrial Policy for Europe                                                         75
Mario Pianta 

The Struggle Against the Memoranda                                                 86
Francisco Louçã

Euro-Exit to the Left?                                                                  90
Steffen Lehndorff

The Left and Immigration                                                             96
Marie-Christine Vergiat 



	 3

‘Sailing Against the Tide’                                                             104
Interview with Bernadette Ségol, conducted by Maxime Benatouil

The Vital Importance of Action and  Lateral Power  
in Transforming  Europe                                                               111
Sol Trumbo Vila

The European Citizens’ Initiative on Water and   
‘Austeritarian’  Post-Democracy                                                       116
Tommaso Fattori

Innovation – The Alter-Summit                                                       122
Elisabeth Gauthier

Chronicles
Spain – The Left and the Crisis of the Regime                                      130
Adoración Guamán and Jaime Aja 

Czech Republic: Between Postsocialist Normalisation and Political Crisis?        142
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With the current issue 13 of our journal we are, after seven years of con-
tinuous publication in at least four languages, introducing a change of 

our production strategy. Instead of a journal published at intervals of half a 
year, transform! europe will from next year on present a year-book the vol-
ume of which will be corresponding to the two issues of the journal. The 
year-book, which will for the first time be published in autumn, will be fo-
cusing on specific topics, supplemented by contributions on the situation of 
the Left in Europe and in individual countries. By that we want to continue 
our efforts of creating an archive of the Left in Europe in the course of time.

Like before, the newly conceived year-book will also be created in a joint 
European working process to which all the members and observers of our 
network can contribute and it will be published in different languages. Yet, 
by cooperation with befriended publishing houses we want to provide a new 
basis for distribution and thus raise the sales figures.

The offer transform! is thus making to its friends, readers and interested 
observers will be supplemented by a new publication format bearing the title 
“Research and Discussion Papers” (working title), which will at irregular in-
tervals, but at least four times a year, present the results of the research ini-
tiated by transform! Besides that, we intend the further expansion of our 
multilingual electronic media, i.e. the website (http://www.transform-net-
work.net/home.html) and the newsletter (http://transform-network.net/
newsletter.html). With the change of our publication strategy we do not in-
tend a reduction but an expansion of our publishing activity, aiming at in-
creasing its flexibility and usefulness as well for social and political actors as 
critical scholars.

This is not the chance to review the seven years of publication of our jour-
nal “transform!” and to critically evaluate it. Both as regards its quantity as 
well as its quality, the focus of almost 300 published contributions from 29 
countries was on the discussion of the capitalist crisis which was triggered 
at the US real estate market in 2007, from there spilled over to Europe, where 
it developed into a crisis of the integration process and of politics. The least 
our journal can claim for itself in this context is that it not only facilitated a 
European working and discussing process through its European character 
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but also that it initiated a process of convergence in both the analyses and 
strategic considerations of the organisations contributing to it.

The result of this cooperative process has been made accessible in four 
languages and in a user-friendly manner on the transform! europe website 
(http://transform-network.net/journal/issue-122013.html). We want to take 
this opportunity and thank all our authors, the team of translators which 
has over the years increased considerably, the technical co-workers and the 
readers accompanying us.

The change of our production strategy is the result of a debate which last-
ed for almost a year and was eventually decided upon by the members’ as-
sembly which transform! europe was holding in Athens from 18-19 Septem-
ber this year. 

Today, transform! is uniting 27 organisations from 19 European countries 
as members and observers. It presents itself as consolidated in its internal 
structures as well as its relationship to the European Left Party our network 
is associated with. In some political fields, its influence has increased, new 
partners have been won, regional expansion is proceeding and more possi-
bilities are opening up.

But the conclusion we arrived at our members’ assembly was that if we 
want to further extend our influence, enhance our involvement in social 
movements and in critical scientific discourses, especially if we are set to 
confront the European challenges originating in the crisis, changes in our 
working methods and structures are required. Without giving up the 
strength of being a pluralistic network, a community of independent organ-
isations, transform! must sharpen its profile and character of a European po-
litical foundation. This demands an upgrading of your institutionalisation 
and professionalization, while not dispensing with transform!’s second 
strength, namely the integration of volunteer work. 

In the sense of the word of a European political foundation, we must focus 
even more in our selection of topics on questions of European relevance. The 
division into two “major projects” – “Crisis/Crises” and “Strategies of the 
‘Radical’ Left” – currently practised has proved successful and shall be con-
tinued. 
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In order to make use of existing working contexts and new possibilities 
opening up by the promising start of the network ‘Academia’, a space of co-
operation between critical scholars and transform! we must concentrate our 
efforts on ways of producing more communicable output.

In this sense the new publication format already mentioned, ‘Research and 
Discussion Papers’, will be of particular importance. These papers should 
then be presented and discussed in workshops, transform! board meetings, 
the EL Summer University, with social movements and critical intellectuals 
the EL, the left group in the European Parliament, the GUE/NGL and, last 
but not least, with the leadership of European radical left parties, deputies 
and decision-making bodies. 

The issue 13 of our journal and the last one of its kind in the series, is once 
again dedicated to the analysis of the capitalist crisis and its dramatic effects 
on Europe. In this context, what we are particularly interested in are the 
possibilities and preconditions for change. This question is dealt with in 
contributions from the perspectives of social movements, trade unions and 
new movements, the critical academic as well as the political fields and es-
pecially with regard to the severe social and political conflicts in Europe 
which are subject of the debate at the Fourth Congress of the Party of the 
European Left and the elections to the European parliament.  n

Walter Baier

As always we have entrusted the design of our front page to an artist 
whose works are also displayed in the pages of the journal. Kostas 

Christopoulos is an Athens based visual artist. He studied painting in Ath-
ens and Berlin and is a Ph.D. candidate in political sciences at the Aristotle 
University in Thessaloniki (see www.kostaschristopoulos.com). 

The works he has created especially for transform! are hommages to John 
Heartfield (Helmut Herzfeld). They combine painting, collage and de-col-
lage from newspapers and other sources. 
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Globalisation is a historically constituted phenomenon, a stage in capital-
ism’s becoming the world. It cannot be reduced to the simple connect-

ing of national markets. On the economic level it indicates the creation of a 
true world market that is de-segmented and decompartmentalised, trans-
mitting goods, services, capital’s factors of production, people, ideas and 
values. It implies a loss of the centrality of national markets, which cease to 
be the representative economic units, and, inversely, involves the construc-
tion of a new space in which transnational firms remake national markets. 
Trade regulation is transversal and imposes the same financialised capitalist 
system in all geographical spaces; but this identity is affirmed within a hier-
archical territorial differentiation. The large countries which have emerged 
from what was called the Third Word – the BRIC countries, that is, Brazil, 
Russia, India and China – are entering a situation of unequally distributed 
global wealth. The inequalities between countries are increasing due to their 
growth differentials and demographic potentials. 

The equating of globalisation and the capitalist mode of production needs 
to be explained.

What is it that is being globalised? What is leading to globalisation? There 
are two possible answers. The first is, with Marx, centred on the capitalist 
mode of production and indicates the mode of production recognised as his-
torically specific, as founded on the extraction of surplus value and the ex-
ploitation of living labour by abstract labour commanded by capital. This 

Critical Reflections  
on a Historic Crossroads

André Tosel
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approach has been and remains contested by important German sociologists 
like Weber and Simmel or by neoliberal economists like Hayek. In the lat-
ters’ approach, the exploitation of labour, the expropriation of all control 
over labour, which the workers undergo, constitute a condition of rational-
ity, and world capitalism is not an image of reason but of an absolutely nec-
essary instrumental rationality. For Marx or his disciples and world-system 
theorists and theorists of the world economy like Immanuel Wallerstein, 
Samir Amin or Giovanni Arrighi, this rationality is only partial and super-
ficial; it contains an irrationality demonstrated by crises and diverse dys-
functions accompanying the globalisation of the system. For the sociologists 
and the neoliberals, these crises are, on the other hand, are quite normal; 
they are functional in that they structure the dynamism of the system and 
help it to evolve towards the infinite growth of capital. In the first case, glo-
balisation means the globalisation of a specific mode of production charac-
terised by a provisional rationality and in the end doomed to self-destruc-
tion if no social relief appears. In the second case, globalisation is the 
culmination of a system founded on a rational and irreplaceable economy.

We opt for the first approach and count on its heuristic fertileness to jus-
tify our choice, without being able here to go into a deeper discussion. It is a 
presupposition which we recognise as such. We opt for Marx’s approach as 
revised and corrected by world-system theory whose founder was Fernand 
Braudel who was not a Marxist. We situate ourselves within Wallerstein’s 
post-Marxist problematic. It is the capitalist mode of production which is 
globalising itself with its categorical imperative to increase the rate of profit 
and its current financial drive toward the infinite growth of money.

Some methodology: The quaternary system of  
structural relations of the world system

For the sake of clearer exposition, a word on my approach: I will summa-
rise and update the analysis used in the fifty theses contained in the intro-
duction to my study Du retour du religieux (Tosel, 2011). The theoretical dif-
ficulty in the critical analysis of globalisation is to grasp the concept of 
global without falling back on the concept of international. Too many ap-
proaches make the global into a level that absorbs and mixes the other levels 
and reduces its complex interplay of scales to an external relation between 
two elements without confronting the question of the relation between 
them. As a result, as far as the evolution of nation-states is concerned, it is 
tempting to conclude that they are tending to disappear, in accordance with 
the notion of Empire. In their famous book of the same name, Antonio Ne-
gri and Michael Hardt come back to this notion specifying that it is all about 



10	

a World Empire, unique, capitalist and belligerent, which is at once the sum-
mit of a pyramid crowning the other levels and a container of these levels 
which it reduces. This vision had the merit of pointing to a rich total view 
and opening up a critical perspective by positing that this Empire contained, 
and at the same time repressed, the possibility of its revolutionary transfor-
mation by producing a multitude called on to dominate capital. However, 
this perspective is in fact utopian: Through a sort of new philosophy of uni-
versal history it idealises the global as the end of a historical process and 
makes the multitude into the equivalent of the necessary development of the 
forces of production proper to vulgar Marxism. The problem, on the other 
hand, is to correctly conceive the interplay of levels which makes transna-
tional processes – which take on the structure of cross-border networks, 
take away from countries their former margin of economic action and more 
or less completely dispossess the populations of their economic, social and 
political sovereignty – play out and manifest themselves on a local or nation-
al or international level. We could cite as an example of these ‘local’ places 
the global cities (of which there are some 40 in the world) which are decisive 
in commercial transactions, financial operations, high-value-added indus-
tries, communications circuits, the production of knowledge, cultural life 
and, of course, the actual political leadership functions which ad hoc insti-
tutions take over. As an example of these networks which cross through 
these cities and integrate them as essential nodes we could cite the complex 
digital networks gravitating around the European Union, which is neither a 
state nor a federation, but a composite entity. Devoid of democratic legiti-
macy, this entity condemns the component states to suffer its destructive 
and blind policies, and it sanctions the dominance of the strongest states 
while supporting the most powerful corporations and banks. These net-
works integrate diverse elected or coopted institutions, lobbying organisa-
tions, rating agencies, stock exchanges, private financial organisations or 
pressure groups, electronic information and management systems. They 
feed on a parasitical army of more or less competent experts with handsome 
sinecures, agents of an authority removed from all control.

It is there, where the global, complex and reticulated ceaselessly develops 
its policies and imposes them on the other levels, that this play of levels takes 
place. The other levels have to inscribe these policies into their own textual-
ity. Thus a factory, an enterprise established in a particular territory, is ma-
noeuvred like a pawn. From the economic point of view, the diverse levels of 
enterprises – local, regional, national, international and transnational – are 
subject to the imperatives which condition their survival, such as the need 
to bring all of their profit rates into line with 15 % under penalty of the dis-
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appearance of a factory. The technical viability of a plant on the local level, 
the international skill qualifications of its personnel, its profitability on the 
national level – none of this is sufficient any longer to keep it going. 

It is impossible to privilege an exclusively, local, regional, national, inter-
national or abstractly global approach as if these levels were just added to-
gether. On the contrary, they condition each other in their core; they reflect 
and diffract each other, they both overlap and clash. We would have to de-
velop the categories of these interactions, which at once imply over- and un-
derdetermination, investments and disinvestments and localisations, delo-
calisations and relocalisations of enterprises. To this day there is no concrete 
analysis of the logic of the relational forms between these levels.

We propose to analyse the contemporary world system according to four 
points of view which constitute just as many factors, practices structured 
around diverse transformations and relations (conditionings, determina-
tions, oppositions) which need to be analysed in a precise way. We will at-
tempt an approximation.

zz The first level is the economic. It is constituted by those networks 
which lay claim to the governance of the world economy as a free-mar-
ket and total competition regime. Its units are the networks of corpora-
tions, banks and the various consulting and expert organisations, and it 
harkens to the imperative of infinite accumulation at the price of 
increasing inequities. It is differentiated according to the relation of 
forces. It generates a hierarchy that is permanently refounding itself, 
and it achieves political primacy. The economy has become politics, 
and politics tends to be re-absorbed into the capitalist economy. It has 
been profoundly transformed by the spread of communications net-
works which are simultaneously industries with high value added, 
unprecedented instruments of data collection and forms of control of 
populations in real time.

zz The second level is the juridical and political. It is made up of the terri-
torial units which have the form of nation-states and are undergoing a 
vast process of denationalisation. This major phenomenon implies an 
empirically observable transformation of peoples and an obliteration of 
a fundamental juridical principle: popular sovereignty as represented by 
national sovereignty. Representative democracy, already reduced to an 
oligarchic principality that expropriates citizens of all effective power, is 
itself in danger of being deconstructed to the benefit of bureaucratic 
and authoritarian constructs immune from all public oversight.
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These two factors are characterised by the unprecedented deployment of 
considerable objective violence: the reduction of workers and employees to 
the status of object-object. Workers, who had been recognised at the level of 
the law and even of actual practice as subjects who were to allow themselves 
to be treated as an object and as instruments but while remaining subjects, 
are by now at the mercy of processes at work and in their daily lives, which 
make them objects manipulating themselves to produce objects, to produce 
themselves like objects – in short, they have become object-objects. The 
growth of inequalities and precarity is transforming former wage earners 
into a precariat, with the attendant development of throw-away populations, 
the de-industrialisation of the old states, ecological disasters and a horizon 
of ecological wars.

zz The third factor is the social factor, that of the social division and its 
transformations. There are important new features here. On the one 
hand, the traditional bourgeois ruling class has disappeared and made 
room for a transnational caste which wants to be cosmopolitan but 
which interprets the modern principle of free equality as the imperative 
for the exclusive exercise of an absolute liberty and above all else pur-
sues the ‘surplus-jouissance’ of money. For it the world is commerce 
and business. This caste needs to contain the divisions born of compe-
tition, but it always conducts a class war against labour, and it immu-
nises itself by occupying the state to divert it from its social functions 
and toward an entrepreneurial logic ruled by competition, a de-nation-
alising state. On the other hand, the core working class of the Fordist 
type has been downsized to the benefit of a multitude of disadvantaged 
social strata, of a diverse mass of subalterns who are resisting – workers 
and employees, unemployed or not, immigrants and natives, etc. How-
ever, for now this resistance is still not able to undo the price of the his-
toric defeat that globalised and financialised capital, under the auspices 
of neoliberalism, inflicted on socialism, on communism and even on 
social republicanism. It is fragmented by the differentiations tied to 
identity affiliations. 

zz The fourth factor is the cultural, the ideological/technical-scientific. 
This is where the sciences, arts, technologies, ethics and philosophies 
confront each other, where the diverse complex of ideologies and repre-
sentations, of knowledge and reflection, of conceptions of the world 
and of religions are developed. It is structured by the large ideological 
apparatuses that represent the nervous system of daily life: schools and 
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universities, media and cultural institutions that are penetrated by the 
dominant neoliberal conception, which is now in open crisis and is 
mobilising technologies and revolutionising our way of seeing and 
thinking. Philosophically, this is the moment when we see various 
attempts at reflecting on globalisation coming from politicians, eco-
nomic leaders and specialist intellectuals. This involves interrogating 
conflicting historic universalisms and social and cultural particular-
isms. It is here that the hegemonic conception of the world which is 
called neoliberalism is being put to the test and arriving at a point 
where its limits become increasingly evident. This confrontation is par-
ticularly sharp due to the emergence of multicultural societies that are 
calling into question the western world’s conception and values: pro-
ductivism, consumerism, individualism, the imperial version of the 
Rights of Man and the contempt for nature in the name of its domina-
tion by human beings. This is the level of daily coexistence and of com-
munication between groups and conceptions of the world. The issue is 
that of the creation of a public space for discussion and confrontation 
and of determining what is the commons.

An unprecedented subjective violence has appeared at the heart of these 
two factors. This violence has to do with the relations between ethnicities 
and peoples, between religions and visions of the world, between majorities 
and minorities. These relations concern the existence of communities, of 
processes of concrete socialisation and of the images informing individua-
tion where ethno-cultural differentiation is realised. They are connected to 
migratory phenomena whose real breadth is limited but irreversible. The ra-
cialisation of the Other, the fear of the foreigner, impedes the creation of a 
concrete intercultural universalism and produces an ideology of war be-
tween the powers manipulating these antagonisms.

These four factors have to be seen in their intermeshing and combinations 
within the savage process of urbanisation of the world. The global is the 
global urban. The global city is the indicator of these phenomena. Discrim-
inatory structures, the creation of a hegemonic space side by side with mar-
ginalised and abandoned zones, the organisation of flows which cross 
through it unequally (transportation, information, capital, goods) make of it 
a concentrate of the World and of Monster Capitalism. The global city is one 
of the most terrible monstrosities of globalisation. This is where, in its cruel 
visibility, the division occurs between those whom the system makes live be-
yond their needs, endowing them with the relative power to be the cause of 
their existence, and those whom the system lets die while expropriating 
them of all capacity to be the relative cause of their existence. We say ‘rela-
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tive’ because the power to be the cause of one’s existence is never total but is 
conditioned by the external causes affecting internal dispositions. Globali-
sation tends to reduce this power to the minimum for the subaltern masses 
and to concentrate it to the maximum in its new ruling castes.

But let us stop there. There can be no question of being exhaustive, and it 
would be presumptuous to present an encyclopaedia as a résumé of all 
knowledge about capitalist globalisation. Instead we will try to clarify some 
pertinent points.

What world today for tomorrow? What scenarios?

Let us try to finish this reflection on thinkable future perspectives, on 
possible scenarios. We borrow from the work of the historian and theorist 
of world systems, Immanuel Wallerstein (2004). There we find the notion of 
hegemonic transition left in suspense. A systemic transition of this kind, ac-
cording to Wallerstein, followed a phase of material expansion of produc-
tion and commerce where accumulation mostly operates on the basis of in-
vestments in the chains of commodities (capital, goods, services). At a later 
stage a phase of financial expansion arose, a phase of the creation and circu-
lation of the money mass. In this case it becomes more profitable to position 
capitals and make them grow by forms of speculation all the while retaining 
control over their liquidity. The political systems are then obliged to trans-
form the type of governability. They need to make social and economic con-
cessions, indeed also political and cultural ones, to shape the power neces-
sary for their reproduction, in order to obtain a wider consensus and impose 
the logic of finance by attracting capital and neutralising social conflicts. 
This involves creating a new more efficient competitive environment. Pow-
ers at the centre of the system enter into competitive disequilibrium and suf-
fer the weight of debt service.

A redistribution of surplus has operated as a function of the relations of 
force where the submission of wage earners is a goal that implies a perma-
nent deregulation and delocalisation of the labour force. The historic 
endeavour to reduce the cost of the labour force is reaching a point of no return 
because the spaces for delocalisation have been exhausted with the de-rural-
isation of the world system and the dominance of the urban. On the other 
hand, the new ruling classes are no longer able, as they could before the 
1970s, to externalise three types of cost: the management of toxic wastes, the 
renewal of raw and primary materials and the construction of infrastruc-
ture. The rise of the ecological question has made it difficult for public 
health reasons to dispose of waste in the public domain. It has also made it 
evident that the renewal of resources is coming up against limits, which is 
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exacerbated by the growth of the world’s population. Finally, if the states 
have always assumed the cost of infrastructure when enterprises paid a 
small part of the total, today these costs are rising and cannot continue to 
weigh on the states with impunity. They are rising with the extension of 
global economic activity, and in order to pay them the states would have to 
increase the fiscal pressure on corporations.

This fiscal pressure increased up to the 1970s due to pressure from social 
movements which demanded and got basic guarantees (education, health-
care and pensions) at times by including them in wages and rightfully de-
fending them as elements of the wage. The deconstruction of the welfare 
state was the neoliberal response to the fall in the rate of profit against which 
capital waged an offensive. Capital is insatiable in this and has been able to 
drop its mask and show itself to be a monster. However, this (still?) does not 
mean the total destruction of social services. It is necessary to maintain a 
minimum if there is not to be social chaos due to the explosive impoverish-
ment of the subaltern classes. Capital’s response to the rise of these costs 
which it has to bear through fiscal pressure has not yet reached the point of 
complete destruction, and in a number of countries these claims on the part 
of the subaltern classes are new (China, Brazil and India). The expansion of 
consumption, or rather the production of consumption, sustained by colos-
sal private and public debt has made it possible to defer the weight of these 
costs, but as a whole they have risen and cannot disappear. The transition to 
wild financialisation – with its extraordinary speculative bubbles – was a 
new response. The banks have financed the private loans they knew could 
not be repaid, and they obliged the states to bail them out under penalty of 
general chaos, a big crash. The states had to borrow to face this set of obliga-
tions, and the strongest financial networks then demanded of the states that, 
in order to be reimbursed, they pursue austerity policies against the middle 
and disadvantaged strata. These policies rest on the disaggregation of the 
national realities of the states where there is high unemployment and de-in-
dustrialisation. These states can no longer reproduce themselves as states 
possessing the compactness and homogeneity of a nation; they are frag-
menting, indeed dissolving in conflicts destroying their identity under the 
influence of foreign states attempting to have them as allies or servants of 
their power politics. These policies weaken the intervention of the nation-
state and sharpen the inequalities between states and networks. A major 
structural crisis broke out in 2008. The system saw increasingly wider 
fluctuations which increasingly remove it from a situation of dynamic 
equilibrium. In response, social mobilisations have multiplied, and, most 
importantly they have become capable of having significant impact and cre-
ating a chaotic situation. The new ruling caste obtains a relatively easy con-
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sensus from broader classes or groups who have lost all sense of social and 
political alternatives and who submit themselves for lack of anything better. 
Social conflicts blend into identitarian conflicts which often seem to be the 
determining ones, although they are achieving objectives other than identi-
tarian. Confusion is spreading, with each bloc managing to bring to bear 
different aspects of resistance and remaining incapable of coordinating itself 
and building unified alliances around clear and mobilising objectives that 
ensure hegemonic transition. The revolutions in Islamic areas of the Middle 
East are examples of this chaos in which great powers have difficulty in 
identifying the internal bloc they need to support.

The crisis can continue and sharpen in a dramatic way because of this 
chaos in which the two blocs are compelled to act and identify their objec-
tives while gathering around them the forces that are in agreement with 
them. If the system reaches a limit where the possibility opens up of a fork 
in the road, each camp will be divided on what strategic plan to adopt. Let 
us follow Wallerstein. Wallerstein (2004) identifies the fork that has ap-
peared in the short term as a choice between what he calls the spirit of Davos 
and the spirit of Porto Alegre. He was referring to two famous international 
forums. For years the Davos forum brought together the cream of the CEOs 
of the big transnational firms and banks, of those in charge of international 
organs, private experts, high-level politicians and well-known official intel-
lectuals. It defends capitalist globalisation and deals with the problems it 
faces within an exclusively market perspective, a spirit of liberalisation, of 
financialisation of economies and activities and of unlimited commodifica-
tion. The World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil, was the first alter-glo-
balist forum of an ongoing series. From now on the spirit of Davos contends 
with the contradictions that structure the world system by opposing them to 
neoliberalism. The spirit of Porto Alegre attempts to find openings for re-
sistance within contradictions which are aggravated by brutal fluctuations 
in all institutional spheres. However, it would be simplistic to believe that the 
fork is so simple and merely counterposes two paths. In fact, each path is split 
into two if one deals with the question of knowing what order will replace 
this system, bearing in mind that from now on the question is no longer the 
recovery of previous growth as if nothing happened. The span of the fluc-
tuations in relation to a state of equilibrium is too great for this state – that 
of infinite growth through infinite compressions of the labour force and of 
raw materials to be maintained ad infinitum. It is difficult to imagine that 
the standard of living of the most developed countries and their mode of ex-
istence can be spread to other countries without chaos, without doing un-
speakable violence and perpetrating unbearable barbarism on all the others 
and without the mode of production becoming a mode of self-destruction.
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There are thus two camps, each with two options, which means four 
scenarios.

The Davos camp is thinking about two options, the choice of which will 
depend on the economic cycle.

zz The hardened neoliberal partisans of the world system have enormous 
means at their disposal and can choose to continue by developing a 
very repressive system which would eventually have to liquidate the 
democratic process and reinforce hierarchies. They need a popular base 
which can only be mobilised by adding identitarian elements borrowed 
from the nationalisms and racisms which neoliberal politics contradic-
torily intends to submit to the abstract universalism of homo 
oeconomicus. Politically, for this faction of the Davos bloc, the path to 
take is that of an authoritarian neoliberal populism whose goal is to 
crush the opposition and in fact to go beyond the democratic principal-
ity in favour of a sort of populist feudalism.

zz Alongside them, a second group is choosing to maintain the privileges 
inscribed in the world system by developing a rigorous and exclusive 
meritocratic regime which makes use of the democratic regime to coopt a 
mass of indispensable cadres dedicated to the system. This then 
requires enormous expenditure on persuasion and rhetoric, with a min-
imum of brute force, in order to give a second wind to the dogmas. 
They will need to mimic and capture the language of the anti-systemic 
movements – which arose from labour and from independence strug-
gles – in the sense of a relative libertarianism of mores, an ‘apple-green’ 
ecologism and a multicultural utopianism. All the subjects will have to 
aspire to ameliorate their position in a meritocratic system which needs 
to be seductive to make an inequitable and polarised system acceptable.

The Porto Alegre camp is no more unified than the Davos camp, and it ex-
hibits a similar fracture.
zz On the one hand, there is the group of those who envision a 

decentralised world which would abandon the myth of infinite economic 
growth and advocate the rationing of resources in the long term, that is 
an ecological transformation. They would carry out a sharing of wealth 
to reduce the monstrous inequities. This groups reasons that the world 
cannot live according to a mode of production and consumption that 
allows a small percentage of populations and states to enjoy a mode of 
existence that destroys chances for the majorities. This group counts on 
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technological innovation and re-evaluates the diverse wisdoms which 
western instrumental rationality, dear to Weber and still too highly 
estimated by Marx, discredited with the pretext of representing the 
only possible version of economic rationality. Technical innovation 
cannot be rejected in the name of technophobia nor can it be simply 
identified with instrumental rationality and thus rejected. It is western 
rationality which must be rethought by integrating points of view 
deriving from non-western traditions of wisdom not founded on the 
limitlessness of desires but which must, on their part, come to under-
stand human plasticity. The respect for the diversity of past and future 
humanity, of its cultural creations, is a resource for change that has to 
be made fruitful. A grassroots democratic process is the political form 
for hegemonic transition. It would be an eco-socialism or even an eco-
communism, or even an eco-anarchism that would constitute a con-
crete universalism respectful of differences.

zz On the other hand, there is a group which, more classically tied to the 
modern anti-systemic movements, is updating the idea of a transforma-
tion from above, at the level of the state, of an implementation by cad-
res and experts capable of thinking systemically. The idea of a world 
state constitutes the horizon in a system that would be continually 
more coordinated and integrated, governed by a formal egalitarianism 
that expects nothing from unforeseeable innovations. This group con-
siders the idea of a concrete, that is plural, universalism to be a pure 
hypothesis and still considers the nation the place for struggles against 
a background of formal universalism.

The battle for hegemonic transition is thus proceeding in a context of con-
fusion and the clash of four fronts. This complicates the binary opposition 
of two camps by allowing some reciprocal contamination between factions 
but also by precluding any predictability of result as regards the new system. 
It is impossible to foresee the outcome because historical contingency makes 
even the greatest probabilities not inevitable. The worst is not a certainty, 
nor is the best. A radical indeterminacy weighs upon the future even if the 
probabilities of catastrophe have lately increased. At any rate, all the present 
indicators are flashing red and point to a fork in the road in which choosing 
between paths is made all the more urgent because of the irreversible eco-
logical crisis which constantly reminds us of the impossibility, or rather the 
major risk, of continuing with infinite immoderation. They invite us to 
exercise control over human malleability through a regime of positive 
finiteness, of production of a sociality which would no longer be asocial and 
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absurd. This is what could be called prudence or wisdom. In the short term, 
an important electoral victory followed by a real amelioration of the fate of 
all those who have been reduced to a minimal level, an increased protection 
of the economic, cultural and political rights of all, accompanied by a strug-
gle against the erosion of the planet’s wealth and a rigorous control of fi-
nance – this would be a step forward. It would make it possible to envisage 
the creation of another world system

Think through an alternative and commit to it

The merit of world-system analysis is clear: It at least makes us see, it re-
veals this state of affairs of a monster world to a broader range of men and 
women nearly everywhere. There are now more people who are able to par-
ticipate in these debates and choose among the paths in the fork that has be-
come visible. We have entered the ledger that records the intellectual choice of 
‘either … or’. Either yes to the hegemony of the market and its human disas-
ters, to the anti-democratic relations of force that have unmasked them-
selves or are still concealed, to social and ethnic wars, to the arms race and 
the degradation of the earth. Or: no to all that and yes to a sociality made of 
shared trust, without exploitation; yes to the most democratic possible reso-
lution of conflicts and disagreements, yes to cooperation and to the re-estab-
lishment of relations with nature that allow everyone’s survival and the ex-
panded possibility of a good life.  n

translated	by	Eric	Canepa	
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For the last few years the term transformation has been in the ascendant 
once again. About a hundred years ago it was used by Nikolai Bukharin 

to describe the transition to soviet socialism/communism (Bukharin 1990). 
Half a century later it was used to illustrate the transitions between  periods 
of development within capitalism (Aglietta, Boyer, Lipietz) and later to de-
scribe the shift from authoritarian regimes (such as in Spain, Portugal and 
countries of Latin America and Eastern Asia) to representative democracies 
(O’Donnell/Schmitter 1986). After 1989 it was applied to the upheavals of 
soviet state party socialism (see Merkel 2010 for a model overview.) Even the 
unification of the GDR with the Federal Republic was analysed in this light 
(see Reißig 2000; Kollmorgen 1996 i.a.). In historical research particularly 
on Europe and world history ‘great transformations’ have also been treated 
theoretically (Osterhammel 2011). 

In recent years the term’s focus has shifted again and is now meant to shed 
light on new problematics. The topic of the 2012 World Economic Forum in 
Davos was ‘The Great Transformation: Shaping New Models’. It is in relation 
to the notion of transition to a sustainable society that transformation and its 
governance are at the centre of attention (WGBU 2011; Rosen et al. 2010; 
World Watch Institute 2010; Veld 2011). The global economic and financial 
crisis which took off in 2007/08 was an occasion for developing concepts of 
how to grow out of the crisis through an ecological reorganisation of society 
(Green New Deal Group 2008). These concepts were adopted in the party 
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programmes of the German and European Greens. Leading institutions 
picked up on the transformative concepts of a Green New Deal (DESA 
(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs) 2011; OECD 
2011; for an analysis of these concepts see Adler/Schachtschneider 2010). 
Central points are the ecologisation of the modes of production, reproduc-
tion, consumption and life using the basic institutions of capitalist moder-
nity. 

The left, too, has integrated the term transformation into its programmat-
ic initiatives and applied it within an orientation of overcoming capitalism. 
The Party of the European Left not only understands itself as an alliance of 
‘transformative’ left parties but has formulated its self-conception thus: ‘The 
European Left is critical of capitalism: It is anti-capitalist and aims at a 
transformation of societies beyond the rule of capitalism’ (Party of the Eu-
ropean Left, no year). The 2004 ‘Manifesto of the Party of the European 
Left’ says: ‘We understand the role and the task of the political left in Europe 
as a contribution to form a broad social and political alliance for a radical 
policy change by developing concrete alternatives and proposals for the nec-
essary transformation of the present capitalist societies’ (Party of the Euro-
pean Left 2004).

Up to now, however, ‘transformation’ has not been a developed strategic 
concept for the left. There is also a lack of essential theoretical foundations 
(Reißig 2009). The use of the term is more of a rejection of the orthodox so-
cial democratic as well as communist focus on the reform/revolution dichot-
omy than a distinct and effective approach in itself. Based on work carried 
out in the Institute for Critical Social Analysis of the Rosa Luxemburg Foun-
dation and connected locuses, there follows a brief summary of elements of 
a possible socialist transformation.

Beyond reform and revolution –  
the logic of capital and the logic of society

Since its early beginnings 200 years ago, the emerging socialist movement 
has been shaped by the contradictions of its reformist and revolutionary ap-
proaches. Another area of dispute was the role the state should play in the 
hoped for upheaval. 

The emergence and development of capitalist modernity is shaped by a 
twofold process. On the one hand, what Marx and Engels said in the 
Communist Manifesto holds: The bourgeoisie created ‘a world after its 
own image’ (Marx/Engels), a world in which everything is to become a com-
modity, in which the ‘naked, shameless, direct, brutal exploitation’ (Marx/
Engels) of humans and nature alike was made into the ruling principle. 
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Dominance of profit and the logic of capital penetrate and subordinate so-
ciety. The ultimate extinction of almost all rainforests, the plundering of our 
planet’s energy and mineral resources, its toxic contamination and suffoca-
tion by accumulated waste are the results of this process. 

On the other hand, an unprecedented productivity was unleashed. Its 
main cause, however, is not the uninhibited expansion of capitalist exploita-
tion but the resistance counterposed to it. Entrepreneurial trade only be-
comes really productive when competitors do not outperform each other on 
the basis of sheer depletion and destruction of labour and nature and of pre-
existing societies and their cultures. The productivity of modern capitalist 
entrepreneurship (see Brie/Klein 2011) can only unleash its full potential in 
the long run when workers fight back and claim their share of the social 
wealth, when resources and energy are no longer available almost for free, 
when strong societies establish social security, participation and welfare and 
when they guarantee a constitutional state and enforce basic democratic 
minima. It is in social struggles and conflicts that ‘social logic’, ‘eco-logic’, 
‘democratic logic’ and the ‘logic’ of a free civilisation not dominated by mar-
kets and capital valorisation are asserted. This results in a ‘double move-
ment’ according to Polanyi: ‘While market organisation was extended as re-
gards genuine commodities, it was restricted as regards fictitious 
commodities [i.e. labour, nature, money – author’s note]’ (Polanyi 1995).

As Joachim Bischoff and Christoph Lieber write, this in no way spontane-
ous ‘twofold movement‘ involves the ‘confrontation’ between those who 
propagate the ‘self-governing of society’ and those who seek to establish a 
‘self-regulating market society via the radical realisation of laissez-faire’ 
(Bischoff/Lieber 2013). For Polanyi, socialism is the ‘discovery of society’ 
under the auspices of the ‘rebirth of freedom’. Without an extensive reor-
ganisation of property relations this is not possible. 

Economic democracy

Since the early cooperative movement of the 19th century, economic de-
mocracy has been at the heart of socialist concepts of transformation. 
Whether organised in networks of mostly autonomous cooperatives, com-
munes or councils, or as society-wide planning, the aim was always to link 
the workers’ self-determination to society-wide association and solidarity. 
In the 20th century there have been several attempts at practical implemen-
tation. In the German-speaking world important conceptual approaches go 
back to Fritz Naphtali (Naphtali 1928), Rudolf Hilferding (Hilferding 1931), 
Otto Brenner (Brenner 1956) und Ota Šik (Šik 1979).

Socio-ecological strategies of transformation need to be based on the re-
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distribution of power, property and wealth from the private to the public 
sector and from top to bottom. Important elements of this strategy are ‘the 
globally planned management of raw materials and resources and the set-
ting of quantitative limits, economic democracy and decentralised partici-
patory planning, decentralisation, municipalisation, deglobalisation, di-
verse forms of socialisation and property, the extension of the public realm 
(services), global redistribution, industrial policies and ‘just transitions’, so-
cialisation of investment functions (Keynes), the redistribution of the social 
and gender division of labour…, the transition to a green-socialist reproduc-
tion economy beyond growth’ (Candeias 2012; see also Bontrup et al. 2006; 
Demirović 2007; Krause 2011). It will be a key task to connect the democra-
tisation of the economy with the reorientation of the innovative capacity of 
democratic enterprises (Steinitz 2007). The immediate amelioration of the 
situation of society’s most vulnerable, fundamental changes in power rela-
tions and the development of new forms of socialisation are three sides of 
such a policy (Demirović/Sablowski 2012, 37 ff.).

Double transformation and socialism

A social transformation, which builds on libertarian Green New Deal ap-
proaches and radicalises them from the left, aims, as a first stage, at another 
bourgeois-capitalist social formation, ‘which is constituted more democrati-
cally than is now the case, which does not resist steps towards a renewal of 
the welfare state, which opens itself up to an ecological reorganisation of so-
ciety and which finds new ways of solving global issues by means of peace 
and cooperation’ (Klein 2013). In so doing, however, new spheres and insti-
tutions are at the same time extended which point ‘beyond capitalism’. Ac-
cording to Dieter Klein this is ‘the basic idea underlying the concept of a 
double transformation for Europe’.

This transformation aims at an expansion of the public sphere of contem-
porary society – a democratic regulation of the economy, co-determination 
in enterprises and municipalities, a rich public sphere and an expanded and 
easily accessible education and health care system and social security (see 
Rilling 2009 for a systematic treatment). These are the often unrecognised 
communist foundations in capitalist modernity. Instead of the general for-
mula for capital M-C-M’, another formula for a free and solidary association 
would emerge: individuals, who, through their solidary contribution to the 
development of all, develop themselves (I-S-I’) – a society in which ‘the free 
development  of each is the  condition  for the free  development  of  all’ (see 
Marx/Engels).
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Some strategic implications
According to Rosa Luxemburg, a radical realpolitik of transformation (see 

Brie 2009) is a policy which aims at strengthening the possibility of the self-
determination of workers, wage dependents and citizens and which advanc-
es their processes of learning how to participate socially and thus change 
themselves (Brangsch 2001). Such a transformation is in conflict with the 
power interests of the ruling bloc. The latter oligarchically controls the most 
important areas of the social metabolism with nature (energy, transport and 
agriculture), as the military-industrial and security complex as well as high-
tech industry. Financial capital is now dominant (see Dellheim in Brangsch 
2012). This has its counterpart in an imperialist mode of production and life 
based on the exploitation of the global South and nature (Brand/Brunnen-
gräber 2013). In the European Union it is closely linked with the dominance 
of the German export model (Heine/Sablowski 2013; Crome 2012).

The great crisis of financial-market capitalism creates cracks and breaches 
within the ruling bloc. Alternative concepts arise and with them new space 
for left politics (see Brie 2006; Candeias 2011). Molecular changes may con-
dense into events which make possible fundamental changes of direction 
(Ibid.; Demirovič 2011). This may lead to conditions for a social-cultural 
middle-lower alliance and a political formation with a distinctly left stamp 
(see Brie 2007a, 2007b). Entry projects for transformation become possible, 
such as the efforts to re-municipalise the energy supply and energy coopera-
tives. In the turn to renewable energy, monopolistic centralising approaches 
under the aegis of still existing big corporations collide with the project of 
expanding energy democracy (Müller 2012). In these projects, the question 
of ‘how’ in the process of the change is more important that the ‘what’ to be 
achieved. 

The reference points of left politics are complex in times of crisis. They in-
volve ‘transformations in the life and coexistence of people […], which al-
ways first improve the conditions of life of the socially and globally most 
vulnerable, strengthen their position in societies and at the same time push 
back the boundaries for the self-determination of individuals and the repro-
duction of society/of humanity’ (Dellheim et al. in Brangsch et al. 2012, 11). 
And, last but not least, concrete gender discrimination needs to be overcome 
(Pühl 2013). The prevailing conditions fragment the wholeness of the de-
pendent social strata and classes. This is the very precondition for rule. The 
answer is not to deny different interests and cultural differences. As Mario 
Candeias writes: ‘The coupling of particular interests to the creation of in-
dependent organisations and nets is necessary in order to be able to enter 
into an association with other groups and class fractions and not only to 
find what is common through discussion and engagement, but to produce it. 
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The “multitude” does not come spontaneously together; the component 
parts of the ‘mosaic left’ are not pre-given and have to be continually pieced 
together anew’ (Candeias 2010, 11). The difficulties for radical left parties in 
this respect are very great (for a differentiated overview see Hildebrandt 
2010).

In the end, only a twofold strategy will prove successful. This involves, on 
the one hand, the offensive organisation of equally socially and culturally 
rooted countervailing powers from the left and from the bottom. On the 
other hand, the left has to contribute to making the cracks in the ruling 
camp into genuine breaches. If there is no attempt to find allies within the 
ruling bloc there can be no successful transformation. It would be obstruct-
ed by economic means, a high degree of instability would drive major parts 
of the population into the clutches of right-wing groups and political failure 
would thus be inevitable.

The concept of transformation, with the elements developed up to now, 
could be capable of advancing the process of creating a left that is up to the 
challenge of the great crisis of financial-market capitalism and today’s civi-
lisation. Just like the Zapatistas, we will progress while learning – with the 
objective of overthrowing the total mode of  production and life, of power 
and property relations, in order to go toward a solidary, socialist society, 
which puts an end to the exploitation of human beings and nature. The 
transformation of our very way of thinking is part of this progress.  n

translated	by	Tanja	Mikolasch
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The May 2014 European elections require us to state publicly and clearly 
how we would like the European Union to change. Euro-scepticism and 

declining popular support for the EU may have antagonistic political conse-
quences: A simple rejection of the EU without offering political alternatives 
has the risk of leaving the field open to the extreme right, which is exploit-
ing the wave of discontent and is today running before the wind.

The depth of the crisis in the EU is particularly acute because of its two-
fold origin: There is of course the crisis of ‘financial-market capitalism’ 
which goes back to 2007/2008; however, one of the fundamental reasons for 
the depth of the EU crisis, apart from its undemocratic institutional archi-
tecture, is the extreme neoliberal model underpinning European integra-
tion, starting from the Maastricht Treaty. 

Therefore, combating the crisis and defending peoples’ interests requires 
changing the socio-economic logic at both the micro- and macro- econom-
ic levels as well as in the national and European context. It is a matter of 
breaking the logic of financial-market capitalism, redistributing wealth and 
changing the condition of wage earners, defending public services, the pub-
lic sector of the economy and the social security systems. However it also 
involves struggling for a reorientation of the EU with the aim of creating a 
space of cooperation, of democratic, social and ecological development, in 
the perspective of a democratic and socialist transformation of Europe and 
the national states. 

Some Strategic Reflections  
on How to Change Europe

Elisabeth Gauthier, Haris Golemis and Walter Baier
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In a recent study, Jan in’t Veld, a chief economist of the European Com-
mission, has measured the effects of coordinated austerity policies for the 
Eurozone from 2011 to 2013.1 According to his calculations, budget auster-
ity has caused a loss (cumulatively from 2011 to 2013) of growth equal to 8 
% of the GDP in Greece, 6.9 % in Portugal, 5.4 % in Spain, 4.9 % in Italy, 4.8 
% in France, 4.5 % in Ireland and 2.6 % in Germany. It is an important ad-
mission that shows the urgency of a radical change in the prevailing logic.

Public-opinion2 polls reveal in the in most countries of the EU3 a crisis of 
representation in general, particularly affecting Social Democracy, coupled 
with public anger and a surge of the extreme right  in some countries. A 
number of governments have indeed collapsed in the context of the crisis 
and the austerity regimes imposed by European institutions and the IMF in 
a neo-colonial, imperialist style.

The precondition for the EU turning away from the neoliberal model of 
integration is a qualitative shift in the balance of power both within each 
state and on the European level. Therefore the parties, who are positioned 
left of social democrats and Greens, call on the peoples of Europe not to ab-
stain from the elections for the European Parliament, which would leave the 
field open to conservative and social liberals to continue their disastrous 
policies. At the same time, voters should express not only their symbolic 
protest, but also support those political forces which want to radically 
change the EU through parliamentary action but also in the streets of Eu-
rope. The crisis of neoliberal hegemony is opening new possibilities for 
working towards an alliance of diverse political, social and cultural forces 
united in the common objective of re-founding Europe on the basis of social 
and ecological solidarity, of democracy, feminism and peace.

Ways out of the crisis?

It is not at all surprising that in such a historic and unstable moment dif-
ferent and controversial proposals are being put forward. One of them 
claims that abandoning the euro and possibly the EU could help to resolve 
or at least attenuate the crisis. We do not agree. The return to the national 
currency is not synonymous with a change of the internal balance of social 
forces and the ideological and political defeat of neoliberalism. The UK is a 
good example of a country having its own currency which, under the pretext 
of exiting the crisis, has imposed very strict austerity on its people. An exit 
from the Eurozone in no way constitutes a path to ending the crisis. More-
over, the breakup of the Eurozone, although it cannot be excluded due to 
contradictions mainly among the big capitalist European states, is also not 
a progressive move. The establishment of the EMU in the way it was con-



32	

structed at the beginning of the 1990s was a ‘mistake’ and it was for that rea-
son that we opposed it. However if the euro is abolished and the EU is bro-
ken up now, things can be even worse for the subordinate classes and the 
peoples of Europe. If this happens then the various countries will regress to 
competitive currency devaluations in a struggle to compete with each other, 
which is exactly what is happening today with internal devaluations. The 
end result would be that a class conflict will turn into a conflict among 
states, a privileged field for the extreme and nationalist right. This is the rea-
son why we believe an exit from the crisis requires another economic and 
monetary conception and a change of the social and political balance of 
forces on the national and European level’s levels. 

Therefore, current social and political struggles aim at stopping the aus-
terity measures so as to free the populations, especially in the South and in 
the East from the stranglehold of the Troika and the financial markets and 
thus create conditions for economic and social reconstruction.4 

Monetary policy is of course important here, but the necessary change has 
to go far beyond it.5

As several serious studies show, in present conditions the dissolution of 
the Eurozone would most probably have devastating effects, and the EU 
does have the means to roll back the financial markets’ power, if it wanted 
to use them.

What then has to be done? First and foremost, an immediate solution for 
the unbearable and unsustainable debt of several countries must be put in 
place. It is obvious that such a solution could only work on the European 
level.  This requires inverting the logic of exiting from the crisis that has pre-
vailed so far. It is not the rescue of banks, which were hastily declared to be 
too big to fail, that must be prioritised, but economic and social recovery. In 
fact the Troika ‘bailouts’ have not solved the debt problem, and, as we see in 
Greece and elsewhere, it has aggravated it. Let’s not be deceived by a new 
TINA (There Is No Alternative). Alexis Tsipras has presented concrete pro-
posals for ending the debt catastrophe,6 which of course requires radical 
changes in European policies. A European Conference on the debts of 
Greece, the other PIIGS and generally all countries of the EU could decide 
to annul a large part of these debts, which in any case cannot be paid back 
in full, and agree that the repayment of the rest should be associated to an-
nual growth and other social clauses which stop crippling already damaged 
economies. 

Making economic and social development the priority means reinstitut-
ing policies a new type of solidarity and ecological development. The ECB 
must be reformed in order to finance a European recovery scheme, inde-
pendent of the financial markets. Moreover, a fair and efficient fiscal system 
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would be crucial in order to assure economic recovery through taxing capi-
tal and financial assets which are growing faster than debt.7 A new ‘Marshall 
Plan’ for Europe, such as proposed by the German Trade Union Confedera-
tion (DGB), could initiate a ‘productive reconstruction’, especially of the 
hardest hit countries. Furthermore, a European policy of re-industrialisa-
tion is necessary for the region as a whole. 

Altering the relations of production would be another crucial element of a 
strategy for exiting the crisis, principally by creating a wage-earners status 
aiming at higher wages and social contributions on the part of the employ-
ers. This would be a great undertaking of ‘economic democracy’ requiring 
both the redefinition of the ‘goal’ of European integration as well as of the 
welfare state on the national level.

In the Alter-Summit manifesto8 authored with the help of about a hun-
dred organisations (trade unions, movements, networks, etc. ) after a sever-
al-months-long process, some ‘common and urgent demands for a demo-
cratic, social, ecological and feminist Europe’ were identified as a base which 
could be useful in linking the different struggles.

How to democratise the EU? 

European institutions are based on treaties that not only formalise the 
constitutional framework but also constitutionalise neoliberal policy choic-
es. The executive, the ECB and the considerable powers of the Court of Jus-
tice take precedence over parliamentary authority, national or European. 
The results of referenda, when they run counter to their decisions are simply 
ignored.

This European system is characterised by the striking contradiction be-
tween economic and monetary integration, on the one hand, and the still 
subsidiary character of mainly nationally based social policies, on the other. 
In the context of crisis management the tensions have increased between an 
unachieved federalism and a certain bilateralism of convenience. This has 
not only furthered the prevalence of the economically most powerful coun-
try, Germany, but has also sidelined European institutions, for example the 
Commission and the Council. A transnational oligarchy is thus emerging 
(whose most visible political figures are Monti, Draghi, Barrososo, Merkel, 
Schäuble, Juncker, Rehn et al.). The breakup of parliamentarianism, which 
is evolving toward authoritarianism, is inherent in such an arrangement.

The movement for changing Europe is faced with two questions. Redefin-
ing the final purposes of the EU presupposes inventing a new democratic 
logic to make popular sovereignty real, designing a new institutional archi-
tecture and discussing its basis (a union of nations, a confederation of na-
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tions, federalism …).  Faced with the present urgency, it is advisable to look 
for all the breaches that can be opened, all the levers we can use to alter the 
balance of power right now.

Any political will for political change in one or several countries will con-
sequently entail a confrontation on the European level that will be not only 
social and political but also immediately constitutional. Any significant 
change in the balance of power in Europe will have immediate consequenc-
es for the working of existing institutions and their development. The pro-
posal to hold ‘Assemblies for another Europe’ could be launched by the forc-
es for change in several countries as soon as the change in the balance of 
power in one or more countries allows such assemblies to be created.

A left majority in the European Parliament could appreciably alter the sit-
uation by pushing still further the possibilities of parliamentary action and 
cooperation with civil society. 

The responsibility of the left

Examining the balance of power presupposes a critical evaluation of Eu-
ropean Social Democracy. The averages of election results over the last few 
decades show a clear decline over the period,9 despite some important ex-
ceptions.

Evidently, the balance of power is problematic: The populist and extremist 
right have been able to intrude into the centre of several societies; there is a 
growing osmosis between it and the ‘classical’ right and also an increased 
fragility of some political systems (Italy’s, for example). Moreover, some of 
the extreme right parties now have even more extremist groups at their 
flanks that openly claim to be Nazi. 

This gives left social and political forces great responsibilities, since only 
an alternative to austerity can drain this soil which is now so politically fer-
tile for the extreme right. We must articulate protests and alternatives in a 
credible manner —  both at European and national levels – so as to fight any 
nationalist logic that may mask the class content of the struggle. 

What alliances are needed to alter the balance of power?  

In forging our strategy, we must bear in mind the complexity of the EU, 
consisting as it does of various nation-states. This means that our project 
should have a multi-dimensional structure. There are no shortcuts to get 
around this complexity. The struggle against the competition into which 
Europe’s populations are thrown, and for cooperation in Europe, cannot be 
conceived on the national level only. Certain EU policies offer opportunities 



Som
e Stra

teg
ic R

eflection
s on

 H
ow

 to C
h

a
n

g
e Eu

rop
e 

	 35

for waging common struggles, like those which occurred in the past against 
the Bolkestein directive and those which are possible now against the cur-
rent Transatlantic Free Trade Treaty negotiations. There are a number of 
struggles possible in different countries, including some in the same sectors, 
which oppose the same neoliberal logic, but they are very difficult to coor-
dinate and synchronise. Even common actions against austerity – which hits 
the lower classes and strata in all European countries – are not easy to or-
ganise. Nevertheless, we must make every effort to do so. 

The landscape of forces opposing austerity (or certain of its aspects and 
results) is characterised by great diversity. There are interesting develop-
ments in social movements – the movements of the Indignados, the self-
organised solidarity movements (such as the social health centres, social 
pharmacies and Solidarity for All in Greece, the popular kitchens in Portu-
gal) which are trying to face the humanitarian crisis. The European Trade 
Union Confederation (ETUC) and most of its affiliated unions have reject-
ed the Fiscal Compact, which actually marks the first time in history that 
they have opposed a European treaty.10 The Alter-Summit Manifesto shows 
that convergence can be built among trade unions, social movements and 
political forces.11 Alternative projects are beginning to be drawn up, for ex-
ample a ‘Marshall Plan’ for southern Europe proposed by the German 
DGB.

On the political level, a good example of the possibilities of common Eu-
ropean actions and proposals is the record of the GUE/NGL Parliamentary 
Group, whose activity is often carried out in cooperation with non-parlia-
mentary social groups. This is particularly interesting and deserves to be 
presented and discussed more intensively and publicly on the eve of the 
forthcoming European elections. 

Since it was founded in 2004, the Party of the European Left (EL) has 
gradually become a point of political reference on the European scene, ac-
quiring the capacity for acting as a European political force, while bringing 
closer the common ideas and practices of its geographically and politically 
different component parts. The objective of changing Europe’s political and 
cultural hegemony is common to many of these active forces. 

If the left were to succeed in creating a moment of political breach in one 
EU country, it would be decisive for the future of Europe if the political forc-
es at play in other countries, but also at the European level, were to be in-
spired by this success and increase their influence in their own countries 
and, at the same time, build a shield of solidarity and protection for the 
country in which the left hopefully comes to power.

There are various European transformative initiatives which can be taken 
in the near future, such as the call by France’s Left Front for ‘Assemblies for 
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the Refoundation of the EU’ addressed to all the political and trade union 
organisations and the movements, networks and elected representatives who 
wish to change Europe. In this sense, Alexis Tsipras  envisages calling on all, 
including the Greens and even the Social Democrats, at least those who do 
not believe in TINA, to carry forward a new progressive common project for 
the EU.12 It is through such collective efforts, with varying intensities de-
pending on the country and time involved but going in the same direction, 
that we could try and alter the European ‘timetable’.  n

translated	by	Jimmy	Jancovich

Notes
1 http://ec.europa.eu/economy_nance/publications/economic_paper/2013/pdf/ecp506_
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3 Except in Germany where public opinion is more broadly positive regarding the leaders 
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4 See Pierre Khalfa at http://transform-network.net/programmes/euro-in-debate.html    
5 On this see also Steffen Lehndorff in this issue of transform!.
6 See ,in this issue, the presentation by Alexis Tsipras in the Kreisky Forum in Vienna  
7 Thomas Piketty, in Le capital au XXIème siècle, Paris 2013,  proposes an exceptional, 

progressive and world-wide tax on capital and inheritance. 
8 The Peoples’ Manifesto presented in Athens on 7 June 2013 is available in several lan-
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12 See Tsipras op.cit.
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Never since the creation of the European Union has a crisis had so many 
repercussions for its component populations. Never before has the col-

lusion of interests between the world of finance, the Commission and the 
governments of the 28 been so visible. Never before have we seen such an 
unraveling of the social and democratic gains of the peoples who make up 
the Union – as if the crisis were the pretext finally found for putting an end 
to the post-war social contract. It is like a wind of class revenge blowing over 
Athens, Madrid, Lisbon and Dublin. The populations are suffering from this 
clamp down on their social conquests.

The rejection of the European Union and the policies it is carrying out or 
has propagated has reached unprecedented levels in all countries of the Un-
ion, even those which have been traditionally ‘Europhile’. How did this 
space of peace, liberty and justice, which has been maintained and asserted 
for so long, sink so low? And yet at each important step in the constructing 
of Europe the same arguments have been used. The Single European Act, 
the common currency, the Treaty of Maastricht, the European Constitution-
al Treaty and the Treaty of Lisbon have all been sold by stressing the benefits 
of the policies being carried out, whose only aim was supposed to be full em-
ployment and increased wealth. The balance sheet is disastrous, the Euro-
pean emperor has no clothes. The Union cannot hide the failure of its poli-
cies.

The European Elections:  
A Landmark in the  
Struggle Against Austerity

Pierre Laurent
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The governments have long since abdicated their responsibilities. They ac-
cept, apply and even outdistance the Commission’s decisions. In France, the 
election of François Hollande could have been – if one were to believe his 
campaign promises – an opportunity for inverting the tendency and for 
safeguarding the budget sovereignty of the countries of the EU. But this did 
not happen. France’s president did not make a move or raise his voice to crit-
icise or reorient the Troika’s decisions aiming at bringing the Greek, Spanish 
and Portuguese populations to their knees. The disillusionment is great not 
only in France but also in European progressive circles. ‘France is great 
when it deals with universal issues’, wrote André Malraux. As a founding 
country of the Union, France could and should have taken up the flag of re-
bellion against a European construction that was deviating from its human-
ist foundations and which now boils down to little more than the sacralisa-
tion of the ‘out marché’ (total marketisation).

France has missed its rendezvous with history. From now on it is up to us 
to take up the challenge, to work together in the Party of the European Left 
(EL) to rebuild from the bottom up a European project that has to shift its 
focus, a European project which starts with the expectations and desires of 
the populations. 

Yes, free circulation is a gain, but does it operate for everyone? We see how 
the completely European Roma populations are treated in the majority of 
the host countries. Yes, if the intention had been to give the Euro a basis oth-
er than the one it has, with a European Central Bank assigned tasks other 
than those given it, the common currency could have been seen as progress. 
Exchanges, cooperation between equals, the defence of public utilities and 
social advance should indeed be the heart of European policies.

All these good ideas will be no more than words from the grandstands as 
the European electoral deadline approaches next year. European Socialists 
will speak again of the need for ‘more social measures’ and will dust off their 
proposals from last election. They will, however, once again choose collu-
sion with the right, as they have done in many European countries, rather 
than seek constructive dialogue with the range of left forces. The European 
right will use ‘Brussels’ as their scapegoat, which gets them out of their own 
responsibilities in the countries they govern. The extreme right, which is 
making advances in all countries of the Union or nearly so, will work on fear 
and anxiety as they have done in every great historical crisis by always find-
ing someone who is responsible, a scapegoat on whom to shift the responsi-
bility for the present situation. It will propose an exit from the Euro, then 
from the Union, as if the return to borders were a solution.

The extreme right represents an exacerbated competition between peoples 
and in each country there will be a long list of democratic and social regres-
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sions. We should remember that austerity policies are also being carried out 
in European countries outside the Euro area.

The ELP is facing a crucial moment in its history because the European 
Union is at a crucial moment of its construction. If its bases are not recon-
structed, if the dogma of free and undistorted competition is not brought 
down it runs the risk of implosion. Therefore in each of our countries we 
have to be the ones who openly criticise the austerity orientation, but we also 
have to propose alternative solutions. ‘You are too weak to change the course 
of things’, we are sometimes told. And when the crisis peaks we know how 
difficult it is to make courageous yet necessary proposals on the redistribu-
tion of wealth, knowledge and power heard. The simplistic responses that 
stroke public opinion in the direction of fatalism or individual withdrawal 
are more audible and, importantly, are better transmitted.

Still, I see encouraging signs. The populations are vigorously resisting and 
protesting in the face of these frontal attacks. They are building new soli-
darities, spreading mutualist and cooperative principles, as in Greece or 
Spain, in the face of the disintegration of their states. We should point out 
that the support which the European Trade Union Confederation until re-
cently gave to the European treaties no longer exists. The difficulty of a dia-
logue between the social and citizens’ movements, trade union organisa-
tions and political forces for social transformation no longer exists. The 
Alter-Summit demonstrated this as did the movement which is emerging 
everywhere in Europe against the future transatlantic market with the USA. 
We have to try and bring together a ‘désordre de courage’ such as the resist-
ance to Nazism did in its time in Europe. By the time of the elections we 
have to show that there can be, that there must be, a face of Europe other 
than the sinister face of austerity. We must continue to dialogue with the 
progressive forces which have not yet joined us within the EL but which are 
also in movement against the policies of social disintegration.

We need to take advantage of the deadline of the European elections, that 
moment of politicisation, to create a wave against austerity and for solidar-
ity among peoples. We need to build programmes with bold proposals that, 
via the fundamental perspective of transformation, forge the contours of the 
free, democratic and solidary Europe that we want. I am convinced that 
these objectives, aiming at a refoundation of Europe, can unite, in a cam-
paign, on electoral lists and durably, all the forces which today are seeking a 
progressive exit from the crisis.

If our European Parliament delegation is reinforced in the May 2014 elec-
tions then the breath of a European Union finally putting the interest of the 
peoples before that of business will indeed be felt. I trust in the collective in-
telligence of the peoples of the Union. They must not let themselves be 
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tempted by the dead-end solutions of the extreme right. They must redis-
cover the courage of the immediate post-war years when reconstruction was 
also accompanied by great social gains. We are on the threshold of this cru-
cial choice. We can indeed all together be the catalyst of another Europe of 
peace, justice and solidarity and of progress for women, of another concep-
tion of human and economic development, and one that truly takes account 
of ecological issues.  n

translated	by	Eric	Canepa
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Europe is presently threatened by a dangerous social and political time 
bomb rooted deep in its foundations – a time bomb which we can and 

must defuse.
As you know, I am not a social democrat. However, I am deeply aware of 

Bruno Kreisky’s greatness and of the importance of the social democracy 
that he believed in and which he practised with honesty and dedication dur-
ing his lifetime. And I have huge respect for his achievements.

The reason I start by saying that I am not a social democrat is  not, of 
course, because I want to raise an ideological barrier between you and me. 
Dialogue and political alliances are at the heart of the culture, the DNA, of 
my party, SYRIZA, as an essential part of the democratic road to socialism 
with freedom and democracy. I am sure that with most of you I share the 
same or similar values. However, I cannot hide my surprise and disappoint-
ment at the political turn that most European social democratic parties have 
taken in recent years.

As I am sure you are aware, in Greece we have lately been experiencing an 
appalling revival of Nazism. The atrocious political murder of an anti-fascist 
musician, Pavlos Fyssas, committed in a Piraeus neighbourhood, indicates 
what Greek Nazism’s goals and methods are.

In 1967 Bruno Kreisky was one of the leaders of the various European sol-
idarity movements for the restoration of democracy in Greece. Greek demo-
crats will forever be grateful to him and his Austrian comrades for demon-

What SYRIZA Will Propose to Europe

Presentation	at	the	Bruno	Kreisky		Forum	

Alexis Tsipras
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strating their friendship to the Greek people at critical times.
However, I am afraid that the re-emergence of Nazism is connected to the 

harsh austerity policies imposed on Greece by the lenders and successive 
Greek governments – notably the one currently in power, which is a coali-
tion government of the conservative New Democracy and PASOK.

Today’s PASOK is in eclipse because it failed to perceive the consequences 
both of the crisis per se and of the neoliberal management of the crisis for 
a deficit country, such as Greece, participating in an architecturally flawed 
monetary union subjected to an asymmetric shock.

There is a lesson to be learned from the crisis for all of us but especially for 
the social democratic parties. In the 1990s, most European social democrat-
ic parties gradually divorced themselves from policies intended to regulate 
capitalism. However, there were times in the post-war period in which cou-
rageous and inspired European socialists, such as Bruno Kreisky, marched 
on the path of social democratic values, principles and policies.

In a recent Spiegel article, the Financial Times columnist Wolfgang Mün-
chau commented: ‘The SPD finally gave up on Keynesianism when the last 
Keynesian in the party, Oskar Lafontaine, quit in 1999, and left the field 
open to Gerhard Schröder, who later pursued his supply-side reforms. To-
day, the SPD is just another conservative supply-side party, where the differ-
ences with the CDU are reduced to discussions about distribution, but no 
longer about fundamental issues. This is why the debate between Merkel 
and Steinbrück has been so lame – a duet as some newspapers called it.’

I absolutely agree with this view. If social democrats had followed the 
legacy of statesmen such as Bruno Kreisky, Willy Brandt or Olof Palme, 
Europe would not have turned into today’s neoliberal desert.

Let’s all recall the 1929 crash.  Allow me to encapsulate what happened at 
that time in two sentences:
zz The ‘common currency’ of that period, so to speak, that is, the Gold 

Standard, which was a system of fixed exchange rates, crashed and 
burned.

zz The governments denied that there was an architectural fault in the 
whole design and insisted on austerity and the policy of exiting from 
the crisis through net exports.

This was a set of economic policies that historians associate with the rise 
of fascism in southern Europe and Nazism in Central and Northern Europe. 
Do you notice the similarities with the present situation in Europe?

The Eurozone resembles the Gold Standard with a difference that makes 
things worse: Instead of fixed exchange rates among currencies, there is a 
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single currency from which it is impossible to escape at a time of severe cri-
sis. But, because it is so badly designed, that common currency did two ter-
rible things to us – two things that make the analogy with the Gold Standard 
very, very apt:

First, it caused massive capital movements during the first years of its ex-
istence from the surplus of the developed Eurozone countries toward the pe-
riphery. Surplus countries have capital-intensive oligopolistic industries that 
produce capital goods and consumer goods which the periphery cannot pro-
duce at all or cannot produce at competitive prices.

By its very nature, a monetary union between such advanced economies 
and a less advanced and less capitalised periphery will generate increasing 
trade surpluses.

But these trade surpluses immediately create mountains of profits in the 
surplus countries that far exceed their investment needs.

The result is that the interest rates collapse in the surplus countries, and 
for this reason the northern bankers have an incentive to divert their capital 
to the periphery, where interest rates are higher. This is why capital flows to 
the periphery in large quantities.

Why is capital flow to the periphery a problem?
Because the money that flows into the periphery creates bubbles. In 

Greece, it caused a bubble of public debt as the state borrowed on behalf of 
the developer-cleptocrats who then used the money to create all sorts of 
bubbles indirectly. Then, all of a sudden, but very predictably, Wall Street 
collapsed in 2008. All this capital that had flooded the periphery left in-
stantly. And those who had never benefitted from any of these bubbles end-
ed up owing all the money.

Just like Hoover in the late 1920s and 1930s, European conservative and 
social democratic governments insisted that unpayable debts must still be 
paid. But how? With new debts that were taken from the surplus countries.

It was in this way that in May 2010 bankrupt Greece ended up accepting 
the largest loan in human history which accelerated national income loss.

The absence of social democrats in the tradition of Bruno Kreisky created 
the political space for anti-crisis policies which gave rise to a new and invis-
ible economic wall between the creditor surplus countries of the North and 
the debtor deficit countries of the South.

I have been speaking for a while now and have not spoken about Greece as 
much as you may have expected. Let me, therefore, say a few words about my 
long-suffering country:

Greece is not a special case. Greece may have been the weakest link of the 
Eurozone chain. But even if Greece did not exist, the Eurozone chain would 
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have another weakest link. Greece was, to put it simply, the canary in the 
mine whose death should sound the alarm, telling the miners – the rest of 
our European partners – that there is something wrong with the mine.

Instead, the dying canary was nearly starved to death; it was treated like a 
scapegoat.

Even if Greece had managed to become far leaner, fitter and modernised 
before 2008, we would have fallen flat on our faces within a Eurozone that 
could not sustain the 2008 earthquake. Perhaps we would not have been the 
first to fall. But we would have fallen anyway. For if Ireland, the country that 
topped all lists for probable ‘good’ outcomes, fell, Greece was bound to fall 
too. As was Portugal, Italy, Spain – eventually even France.

I am not trying to argue that Greece needs no reforms or has no weak-
nesses. That would be absurd. All that is true. But no reforms can take place 
if the economy collapses.

However, there is another truth that you may not have heard of. It is the 
fact that our cleptocracy has formed an alliance with Europe’s elites to prop-
agate a number of myths about Greece – myths that shift the blame for our 
country’s weaknesses from the cleptocrats to the common, hard-working 
Greek people, myths that help them impose policies that are terrible for 
Greece, awful for Austria and the rest of Europe but excellent for the bank-
rupt bankers and convenient for the Eurocrats.

Please allow me to dispel some of these myths:
Myth 1:  Greek labour is over-protected.
Myth 2:  The Greeks are lazy.
Myth 3:   The Greek labour market is too rigid. (Do you know that since 

2001, every year a third (33,3 %) of wage workers are laid off?)
Myth 4:   Greek unemployed workers are receiving over-generous unem-

ployment insurance payments.
Myth 5:   Between 2000 and 2009 real wages in Greece reached average Eu-

rozone real wages. (Actually, they never got to that level.)
I could go on and on. But I’ll stop here.
If you really want to understand why Greece is still in depression the an-

swer is simple: It is caught up in a Eurozone that imposes austerity on 
Greece and the rest of the periphery.

However, now that we are in the Eurozone, the cost of dismantling it 
would be horrendous for all of us. So, even if we think it is a terrible mone-
tary union, one that divides our peoples by means of a single currency, we 
have a duty to re-design it. Unfortunately, such a re-design cannot be 
achieved easily. There are huge vested interests in keeping things the way 
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they are:

zz The bankrupt bankers of Greece and Spain, in total cooperation with 
the bankrupt bankers of Germany and France, do not want to see any 
drastic changes.

zz The politicians presently in power do not want any radical changes 
either.

zz The Eurocrats are particularly against any admission that institutions 
were badly designed.

Unfortunately, if the bankers, the ruling politicians and the Eurocrats get 
their way, Europe will disintegrate.

Do you want a glimpse of what will happen here in Vienna once the dis-
ease spreads from the periphery, as it definitely will? Then come to Greece 
and look for yourselves at the boarded up shops, the empty factories, the fear 
that immigrants have on their faces as they walk home at night.

It doesn’t have to come to that. SYRIZA will win the next elections in 
Greece and will succeed in bringing about a fundamental political change. A 
left government in Greece will extend a hand to Europe’s social democrats, 
to Europe’s free thinking liberals, to all Europeans who do not want Europe 
to slide into a nightmare.

And we will ask them to join us in a common project: the project of stabi-
lising the Eurozone – a first step towards an open, democratic and cohesive 
Europe. To do this, we will have to negotiate forcefully with the main levers 
of institutional neoliberalism in Frankfurt, in Berlin, in Brussels, in Paris.

To do so, we will need support, and not just in order to achieve a better 
outcome for Greece, but in order to forge a better Europe, a humane Europe.

A SYRIZA government will not expect the suffering workers of Germany 
or Austria to bankroll our recovery against their interests. A SYRIZA gov-
ernment will put a European Marshall Plan on the table, which will include 
a proper banking union, a public debt centrally managed by the ECB and a 
massive programme of public investment.

Above all, we are requesting a special conference on the European debt in 
the entire periphery, by analogy to the 1953 conference that established the 
London Agreement on German External Debts, which decided to cut a large 
portion of it, with a moratorium on interest payment and a growth clause.

These are the minimum demands of a future SYRIZA government. They 
can be granted today:

zz without any treaty changes;
zz without any need for the German or the Austrian taxpayers to pay for 
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the periphery; and
zz without any loss of the sovereignty of our parliaments.

My intention is to look the hard-working German or Austrian worker in 
the eye and say to her or to him:

They made us take the largest loan in history from you. But none of that 
benefitted our people. It was all a cynical ploy to transfer losses from the 
northern banks’ books onto your shoulders!

It will not be easy to convince Mrs Merkel, Mr Asmussen and Mr Draghi. 
We will have to be ready to suffer the consequences of their resistance.

But I will suffer these consequences.
The only alternative is to accept the slow death of my nation and the slow 

disintegration of the Eurozone – which will destroy the European Union it-
self.

To conclude, my party, SYRIZA, is intent on promoting a European agen-
da for the salvation of the Eurozone as a means of giving Greece a chance to 
breathe. I do not know whether the Austrian Social Democratic Party will 
join me in this struggle, for saving Europe from itself. But I am convinced 
that Bruno Kreisky would have wanted it to join me.

Let’s join forces to do good – across Europe.  n

Presentation	at	the	Bruno	Kreisky		Forum,	Vienna,	20	September,	2013
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With closer EU integration leading to more neoliberalism and authori-
tarianism, European radical left parties and activists, including com-

ponents of the Party of the European Left (EL), are increasinglyasking them-
selves whether a reform of the EU is possible. 

The Danish Red-Green Alliance (RGA), an EL member party, always re-
garded a fundamental reform of the EU as impossible.

In Scandinavia, EU criticism and opposition have been common for sev-
eral decades. It has been a pillar in radical left politics and in fact was a fac-
tor in helping the Danish Enhedslisten/the Red-Green Alliance, after its for-
mation in 1989, to become a parliamentary party in 1994. 

In 1972 there was a fierce campaign in the run-up to the referendum on 
Danish EEC membership, in which the broad centre-left – led by the Peo-
ple’s Movement Against the EEC – campaigned for a No vote. Opposition to 
the EEC was from the start very much of a left and progressive issue, the 
EEC being seen as a threat to democracy and the welfare state. These have 
been lasting core issues in Danish EEC/EU criticism. 63.4 % of the electorate 
voted Yes and 36.6 % No in the referendum on accession in 1972. But the 
later No vote – 50.7 % – on the Maastricht Treaty in a referendum in 1992 
and subsequently in 2000 on Euro membership – 53.2 % No – showed a 
steady critical popular stance vis-à-vis the EEC/EU. This has further in-
creased with the economic and Euro crisis and austerity policies. Opposition 
to Euro membership is presently (autumn 2013) at around 70 %. 

Different Roads to a  
Different  Europe?

Inger V. Johansen
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This figure can also be explained by a rise in EU criticism on the political 
right in recent years – among the Conservatives and a new Liberal Alliance 
Party and the extreme right-wing Danish People’s Party (DF), which is con-
cerned about national democracy, but also about welfare and keeping out 
foreigners.

The RGA’s success and EEC/EU opposition 

The history of the initial success of Enhedslisten/the Red-Green Alliance 
is closely linked to its opposition to the EEC/EU. 

Formed in 1989 as an electoral alliance between the Danish Communist 
Party (DKP), the Left Socialists (VS) and the Socialist Workers’ Party (SAP 
– Trotskyist, 4th International), the RGA won 6 seats in the Danish Parlia-
ment in the elections in 1994. This was largely due to the RGA’s strong con-
tribution to the campaign against the Maastricht Treaty in 1991-92 and later 
its solid opposition to the watering down of the Treaty by the introduction 
of four opt-outs in the Edinburgh Agreement – a clear attempt to sell the 
treaty to the Danish electorate, which ended up approving the Agreement in 
a referendum in 1993. 

As the Socialist People’s Party (SF) changed their position from rejection 
of the Maastricht Treaty to promoting the Yes vote on the Edinburgh Agree-
ment, they were punished by a large number of their voters in the 1994 par-
liamentary elections, who voted in favour of the Red-Green Alliance, and in 
this way secured the RGA representation in the Danish Folketing (Parlia-
ment), which has lasted to this day. 

Despite the gradual swing of SF to a pro-EU position, the result of the Eu-
ropean Parliament elections in 2009 showed that EU criticism and opposi-
tion are still very strong on the Danish left. It was estimated that the elector-
ate of the People’s Movement was composed of around 20 % Social 
Democratic voters, 20 % SF voters, and 20 % RGA voters, the rest consisting 
of centre-bourgeois voters (along with some undecided voters).1 

The top candidate of the People’s Movement in the EP elections was Søren 
Søndergaard, also a member and former MP of the RGA, who is at present 
an MEP affiliated with the GUE/NGL group in the EP. 

The unreformable EU

To many both within and outside the RGA, the fear of seeing an under-
mining of the Danish welfare state by the EEC/EU seems to have been borne 
out with the post-1990 neoliberal economic policies – with public welfare 
cuts resulting from the application of the Maastricht criteria, which the So-
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cial Democratic-led government at the time dutifully pursued, expecting 
Denmark to later join the Euro. However, the fear was justified especially in 
view of the present austerity policies, which have left the Danish welfare 
state in tatters. 

Being outside the Eurozone Denmark’s present Social Democratic-led 
government was not compelled to apply Merkel’s austerity policies and to 
join the Fiscal Pact, but itnevertheless chose to do so. The government sub-
sequently suffered a serious setback in the polls, as it was seen as breaking 
its own election promises by pursuing policies attacking the welfare state.

The RGA’s main argument in rejecting the EU is that its foundations – the 
treaties, institutions and rules – make the EU solidly neoliberal and impos-
sible to reform. The political basis of the EU is in complete contradiction to 
the perspectives of socialist parties regarding social welfare and justice, non-
militarism, feminism, equitable green transformation, etc. 

The Social Democrats’ turn to neoliberalism and the competitive state 
over the last 20 years is due to their acceptance of the EU treaties and poli-
cies which leave no other option as integration deepens. EU integration has 
made Social Democracy a variant of the neoliberal family of parties.

While favouring and supporting any small progressive steps within the 
EU, it has been the concrete experience of the RGA that EU integration re-
inforces neoliberalism and authoritarian centralisation.

Different roads towards a different Europe

The RGA believes that the only path for the left is that of working towards 
the creation of progressive European alternatives to the EU. From the begin-
ning, RGA policies have included the opting for an exit from the EU as a 
tactical step towards creating a different Europe and finally socialism. How-
ever, advocating a referendum on EU membership would depend on the 
concrete situation – for example one in which steps to deepen EU integra-
tion would be severely detrimental to and vehemently opposed by the work-
ing people and would leave no other option than to opt  for leaving the EU.

As a very internationalist party, the RGA, from the very start, put consid-
erable effort into building left cooperation in Europe as well as with parties 
in other parts of the world. This was seen as crucial to building European 
alternatives. It was the perception that a progressive left alternative could be 
built despite different positions on the EEC/EU among European left par-
ties, since there was at the same time a quite remarkable agreement on con-
crete political, economic and social policies and demands and longer-term 
perspectives. All European radical left parties were more or less working to-
wards the same alternative. 
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The RGA organised a number of large conferences on the EEC/EU during 
the 1990s, when cooperation on the radical left was not as developed as it is 
now, inviting left parties and progressive political and social movements 
from all over Europe to participate. 

After being observers and later members for some years of the New Euro-
pean Left Forum (which no longer exists) it was natural to apply for observ-
er status and later membership in the EL. 

The RGA perspective of ‘working towards a different Europe’ was also a 
concept used by the EL, being a common denominator of the policies and 
perspectives not only of left parties, but also of the European Social Forum 
and many movements. 

Consisting as it does of left parties from both inside and outside the EU, it 
would be natural within the EL to view such a perspective as one which 
could tie together left parties which are working for alternatives to the EU 
with others who believe in reforming the EU as a path to develop progres-
sive alternatives – in other words, bringing together ‘different roads towards 
a different Europe’. 

In the same way the RGA sees the slogan ‘refound Europe’ as indicating 
initiatives that range from a fundamental change within the EU to creating 
a Europe-wide alternative. 

The RGA’s strategic alternatives

As with other European radical left parties, the RGA’s strategic vision of a 
different Europe is not particularly well developed. It is seen as a way of 
building socialism by introducing reforms and democratic mechanisms that 
will strengthen the tools to build socialism – social welfare and justice, 
equality, green transformation, etc. – but it is not equivalent to socialism.

An English-language pamphlet was produced on the RGA’s European pol-
icy some ten years ago: Europe Without the European Union – Towards an 
Alternative Democratic Europe. 

The pamphlet describes how a different kind of cooperation could be 
based on expanding regional or pan-European cooperation councils devel-
oped from organisations such as the OSCE or the Council of Europe, the 
Nordic Council, etc. It proposes that NGOs or popular movements partici-
pate at another level of cooperation. As an example, a European Environ-
mental Council would need to combat pollution and support green transfor-
mation by introducing minimum standards for example, but also in some 
cases through supranational decision-making.

Developing this alternative cooperation in Europe was seen as requiring a 
rolling back or dismantling of the EU.
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How to change the EU ?
Left parties and activists in favour of EU integration generally see progres-

sive change of the EU as depending on a change in the balance of forces. 
However, the difficulty with this view is that EU institutions and rules 

were constructed to secure neoliberal capitalism and withstand democratic 
change. This has developed into a form of authoritarian rule of the EU.

Progressive forces have suggested reforms of the EU institutions such as 
transferring more powers to the European Parliament, reducing the powers 
of, or dismantling, the EU Commission. But this would not solve the prob-
lem of undermining democracy, as these powers have been transferred from 
the national parliaments. This means that changes in the balance of forces 
within small EU member states do not stand a chance of influencing EU 
economic and social policies, as their representation in the EP is microscop-
ic, and the powers of national parliaments are becoming still more restricted 
with regard to decisions on crucial political and economic matters. Growing 
popular movements would have to wait for changes in the balance of forces 
in the bigger states like Germany or France. But this will not be seen as par-
ticularly democratic by working-class people in the smaller states. 

It is a recipe for instability and conflict.
The sudden rise of political and social movements in Southern Europe 

over the past few years, as part of the economic and Euro crisis, shows what 
could happen in such situations. In some ways this resembles the 2011 wave 
of upheavals in Northern Africa, where a hopeless social situation and lack 
of democracy led to uprisings and revolutions. 

If we imagine heavier and more coordinated pressure by left parties and 
progressive movements within the EU, those in power could feel obliged to 
compromise within the terms of the neoliberal treaties. 

However, with the growing authoritarianism of the EU in recent years, 
which is used to promoting neoliberalism and austerity and flouting democ-
racy, it seems that not only an almost unthinkable and overwhelming shift 
in the class struggle but also a showdown with the EU in its current state 
would be required to create the conditions for fundamental change.  n

Note
1 Folkebevægelsens stemmer til EU-valget 2009: ‘Valgstatistik fra EP-valg’. The analysis 

is based on 3 polls: An exit poll on EP election day, three opinion polls and 3,652 re-
spondents of a separate poll.
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The elections to the European Parliament (EP) in May 2014 will be 
marked by the capitalist crisis and its – regionally quite differentiated – 

political impact. By contrast to 2009 when the elections evidenced a shift to 
the right, this time they may result in a polarisation between a new bloc of 
right-wing populist parties and the left wing of the left.

At the beginning of November the European Parliament published an 
election forecast based on national election results and surveys, which took 
into account the quite different electoral systems in the 28 EU member 
states.  These are the trends predicted:1

1. For the currently biggest faction, the Christian Democrats (The Europe-
an People’s Party - EPP), a drop from 275 to 226 seats is in the offing. A 
loss of votes is predicted in some of their strongholds such as France, It-
aly and Poland. 

2. According to the survey the centre parties will also be facing losses, the 
Liberals (from 85 down to 78) as well as the Greens (from 58 down to 40).

3. A gain from 194 to 213 seats is predicted for the Social Democrats (So-
cialists & Democrats - S&D, that is, the Europe-wide party grouping so-
cial democratic parties). They could benefit from the British Labour Par-
ty’s catching up again after its disastrous result in 2009. 

4. An increase of seats – from 35 to 59 – has also been forecast for the par-
ties allied in the left parliamentary grouping GUE/NGL. 

Political Polarisation on the Eve  
of the 2014 European Elections

Barbara Steiner, Anna Striethorst und Walter Baier
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5. The situation of both the extreme and populist right is unclear. Single 
parties of this spectrum can look forward to considerable gains. It is not 
yet clear whether the attempt of the six parties, which met in Vienna 
mid-November (FPÖ, Front National, Sweden Democrats, Lega Nord, 
Vlaams Belang and the Slovakian SNS) with the Dutch PVV, can suc-
cessfully form a faction with the latter in the European Parliament. It is 
certain that whatever the outcome is it will be have important impact on 
the future of the two right-wing factions in the European Parliament.  

The study quoted is highly interesting due to its complex and reliable 
methodology. However, we are sceptical of election forecasts as they may 
simply project the transient status quo of any given political point in time 
onto the future, when social and political circumstances may be very differ-
ent. We think this is especially true of the current crisis-prone and unstable 
situation in Europe. 

The European political landscape before the European elections

In what follows we will provide an overview of the basic features of the po-
litical landscape before the elections, with special reference to left parties. 
The trend in voter turnout is of fundamental significance for the political 
aspect of the crisis of European integration. 

 2
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Irrespective of the turnout, the elections to the European Parliament es-
tablish the political power ratio in the European Parliament. 

Seats in the European Parliament by political group 3 (NI: ‘non-inscrits’, i.e. non-at-
tached parliamentarians who do not sit in one of the recognised groups/factions)

The European People’s Party (EPP) is currently the strongest faction (275 
seats), followed by the Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats 
(S&D – 194 seats), the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 
(ALDE – 85 seats), The Greens – European Free Alliance (Verts/ALE – 58 
seats), the faction of the European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR – 56 
seats), led by the British and Czech conservatives, and the Europe of Free-
dom and Democracy (EFD – 32 seats), which mainly brings together nation-
alists and right-wing populists. 31 MEPs – among them 3 MEPs of the Hun-
garian neo-Nazi party Jobbik – are non-attached members (NI). 

The European United Left/Nordic Green Left (GUE/NGL), which in-
cludes the MEPs of the Party of the European Left (EL), holds 35 seats.4

The conservative bloc torn on the question of integration

From 1999 to 2009, the EPP was in a European Parliament faction togeth-
er with the European Democrats. One of the consequences of the financial 
and economic crisis reaching Europe in 2008 was the split of the conserva-
tive EU-sceptical parties from the European People’s Party. They formed the 
ECR in 2009. Despite this attrition the EPP remained a broad and heteroge-
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neous party with members ranging from Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz (Hungary) 
to the French UMP, Berlusconi’s Popolo della Libertà and Fredrik Rhein-
feldt’s Swedish Moderate Party.

There is still no pan-European general proportional suffrage. This affects 
the allocation of seats in the Parliament, which does not exactly reflect the 
distribution of votes actually cast for the various parties allied in factions. It 
is thus very instructive to look at the ratio of votes actually allocated to the 
factions. It shows that the votes given to parties (or factions respectively) 
have different weights. The four biggest factions in the EP (EPP, S&D, ALDE 
and Greens/EFA) won 70 % of the votes, but 80 % of the seats. 
 

Factions in the European Parliament EU-wide,  
weighted by eligible voters of each EU state 

The enlargements of the European Union (2004, 2007, 2013) did not mere-
ly increase the number of EU-inhabitants up to half a billion people but also 
changed its political landscape. Indeed European integration leads to a re-
ciprocal political influence and an adjustment of political culture; however, 
the process is long and inconsistent. This can be deduced from the differing 
election results when comparing the states of the EU-155 and the EU-136. 
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Factions in the European Parliament, weighted by eligible voters of each state – 
EU 15

Factions in the European Parliament, weighted by eligible voters  
of each EU-state, EU 13 (including Croatia) 
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A faction for the far right? 
The plans to form a faction after the EP elections in 2014 have become 

more concrete. France’s Front National and the Austrian Freedom Party 
(FPÖ) will probablygain votes and seats. Belgium’s Vlaams Belang is repre-
sented by a non-attached MEP, the Sweden Democrats are likely to win seats 
in the European Parliament. All of them are members of the European par-
ty European Alliance for Freedom (EAF). Talks with Geert Wilders of the 
Dutch Party for Freedom (PVV – four non-attached MEPs) and the Lega 
Nord (six MEPs in the EFD faction) are under way. 

As faction status requires a minimum of 25 MEPs from at least seven 
countries, the inclusion of the Slovak National Party (Slovenská Národná 
Strana - SNS) – which won 5.56 % and thus one seats in the last elections – 
is of strategic importance. The SNS won 4.55 % in the parliamentary elec-
tions of 2012 and is on the rise. Apparently, there will be no agreement with 
the British Independence Party (UKIP). A collaboration with the openly 
neo-Nazi parties (Jobbik, Golden Dawn, Germany’s National Democratic 
Party, British National Party) has been rejected. 

The following summary of relevant election results illustrates the pros-
pects for the far and populist right:  

Election Year Country and Party %

2009 Great Britain - Independence Party  16 09

2010 Belgium - Vlaams Belang  7 76

2010 Hungary - Jobbik  16 67

2010 Sweden - Sweden Democrats  5 7

2011 Finland -True Finns  19 1

2012 Netherlands - Party for Freedom  10 1

2012 France - Front National: Marine Le Pen  17 9

2012 Greece - Golden Dawn  6 92

2012 Slovakia - National Party  4 55

2013 Italy - Lega Nord   4 08

2013 Austria - Freedom Party  20 5

National election results of relevant extreme and populist right parties
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The radical left parties7

As the parties to the left of the social democrats and the Greens, despite 
all the transformations they have undergone, represent an historic continu-
ity of emancipatory struggles and political organisation, their long-term 
perspective is important.

Average vote for the left by decades 1980 – 2012, significant8 party results only 
and weighted by eligible voters.9 
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We believe that the strength of these left parties is still primarily defined 
by their influence in their nation-states. 

Election Year Country and Party %

2010 Belgium - Workers Party  1 6

2010 Latvia - Harmony Centre 28 36

2010 Hungary - Workers’ Party 2006 0 11

2010 Sweden - Left Party 5 6

2011 Great Britain - Sinn Féin 0 6

2011 Finland - Left Alliance 8 1

2011 Finland - Communist Party 0 3

2011 Denmark - Red-Green Alliance 6 7

2011 Portugal - Left Bloc 5 17

2011 Portugal - CDU (incl  Communist Party) 7 9

2011 Spain - United Left 6 9

2011 Ireland - Sinn Féin 9 9

2011 Ireland - Socialist Party 1 2

2012 Netherlands - Socialist Party 9 7

2012 Romania - Socialist Alliance Party 0 02

2012 France - Front de Gauche: Mélenchon 11 11

2012 Lithuania - Socialist People’s Front 1 21

2012 Greece - SYRIZA 26 89

2012 Greece - KKE 4 5

2013 Cyprus - AKEL 26 91

2013 Italy - Civil Revolution Ingroia 2 25

2013 Bulgaria - Left 0 17

2013 Germany - DIE LINKE 8 2

2013 Czech Republic - KSČM 14 9

2013 Austria - Communist Party 1

Latest national election results of left parties in the EU 
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Significant left parties in national parliamentary elections 1990–201210

C
ountry/

Party
A

verage vote 
1980

-9
A

verage vote 
1990

-9
A

verage vote  
2000

-2012
Vote change  
1989

-2012
Vote change  
1999

-2012
Post-1989 high

Post-1989 low

Cyprus (A
KEL)

30 1
31 8

32 8
2 7

1 0
34 7 (2001)

30 6 (1991)

C
zech Republic 

(K
SČM

)
CP

12 1
14 2

n/a
2 1

18 5 (2002)
10 3 (1996)

D
enm

ark (EL)
0 9(a)

2 5
3 7

2 8
1 2

6 7 (2011)
1 7 (1990)

Estonia (EÜ
VP) 

CP
6 1*(b)

0 3
n/a

-5 8
6 1* (1999)

0 1 (2007)

Finland (VA
S)

13 5(c)
10 7

8 9
-4 6

-1 8
11 2 (1995)

8 1 (2011)

France (PCF)
12 4

9 6
4 6

-7 8
-5 0

9 9 (1997)
4 3 (2007)

G
erm

any (LIN
KE)

CP
4 0

8 2
n/a

4 2
11 9 (2009)

2 4 (1990)

G
reece (KKE)

10 4
5 1

6 8
-3 6

1 7
8 2 (2007)

4 5 (1993)

G
reece (Syn)

1 6
3 0

4 0
2 4

1 0*
5 1 (1996)

2 9 (1993)

Ireland (D
L) (d)

3 2
2 7

n/a
n/a

n/a
2 8 (1992)

2 5 (1997)

Ireland (SP)
n/a

0 7
1 1

n/a
0 4

2 2 (2011)*
0 6 (2007)

Italy (PRC/
PdCI)

28 2 (e)
7 1

6 0
-22 2

-0 9
8 6 (1996)

3 1* (2008)

Latvia (LSP)
CP

8 5*
22 0*

n/a
13 5*

28 4* (2011)
5 6 (1995)

Luxem
bourg (KPL)

5 3
1 6

1 2
-4 1

-0 4
1 6 (1996)

0 9 (2004)

Luxem
bourg 

(LÉN
K)

5 3 (f)
2 5

2 6
-2 7

0 1
3 3 

(1999/
2009)

1 6 (1994)
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We will conclude with the results the left obtained in the 2009 European 
Parliament elections. 

Parties grouped in the EP’s GUE/NGL faction won 7,470,962 votes, of 
which 5,700,647 went to parties of the European Left (EL). Most – but not 
all – of the parties belonging to the GUE/NGL are members or observers of 
the EL. 
 

Total votes for GUE/NGL parties in the European Parliament

Non-EL parties (comprising parties of different ideological profiles) in 
GUE/NGL are: Communist Party of Greece, Socialist Party Ireland, Social-
ist Party Netherlands, Portuguese Communist Party, Left Party Sweden, 
Sinn Féin Great Britain (Northern Ireland); Harmony Centre Latvia. 

In total, 9,771,196 people in the EU voted for a left party. Member and ob-
server parties of the EL (as well as alliances with the participation of EL par-
ties) received 7,024,424 votes in the whole EU.
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Total votes for left parties in the 2009 EP election 2009. 

In addition to the non-EL parties in the GUE/NGL, the non-EL parties not 
represented in the European Parliament are: Left Ecology Freedom Italy; CP 
Luxembourg; Young Socialists Poland.

The EL parties in EU member states are: CP Austria, CP Belgium, Bulgar-
ian Left, Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia, Party of Democratic 
Socialism Czech Republic, AKEL Cyprus, Red Green Alliance Denmark, 
Estonian Left Party, Left Alliance Finland, CP Finland, French Communist 
Party, Party of the Left and Unitarian Left of Front de Gauche France, die 
LINKE Germany, German Communist Party, Syriza Greece, Renovative 
Communist and Ecological Left Greece, Workers’ Party of Hungary 2006, 
Communist Refoundation Italy, Party of Communists Italy, The Left Lux-
embourg, Left Bloc Portugal, Communist Party of Slovakia, United Left 
Spain, Communist Party of Spain, United and Alternative Left Catalunya.  

It is interesting that almost a fifth of the EL’s 7,024,424 votes were cast for 
parties or alliances which did not win seats in the EP. Some 1,037,826 votes 
were cast for the electoral alliance Anticapitalist List of Italy’s Rifondazione 
Comunista and the Party of Italian Communists. The electoral alliance Left 
Ecology Freedom (SEL) in Italy won 957,822 votes and likewise did not enter 
the EP. 
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Total votes for all left parties EU-wide in the EP election 2009

There were at total of 9,771,196 votes Europe-wide for left parties. Of these 
the overwhelming majority, 9,154,428 came from the EU-15 countries. In 
the EU-13 countries 616,768 people voted for a left party. Among them are 
not only the parties in post-state-socialist countries but also Cyprus’ AKEL 
with 106,922 votes. 

The Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia received 334,577 votes. 
Also from this perspective, the expansion of the network and the influ-

ence of the EL in Central and Eastern Europe prove to be a key strategic is-
sue. There is much to indicate that the upcoming elections for the European 
Parliament will be characterised by an increased polarisation. The chance 
exists that the left of the Left will be able to assert itself in these conflicts and 
thus increase its political weight. Yet, if and to which extent this chance can 
be realized will remain an open question until election day  n

translated	by	Tanja	Mikolasch

Notes
1 European Election 2014: simulation of composition of new Parliament - November 

2013 update http://sondaggiproiezioni.blogspot.co.at/2013/11/european-election-
2014-simulation-of.html.

2 www.europarl.europa.eu/aboutparliament/en/000cdcd9d4/Turnout-(1979-2009).html
3 europarl.europa.eu (http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meps/de/hemicycle.html
4 Member parties of GUE/NGL (* EL party): AKEL - Progressive Party of Working 

People Cyprus*, Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia*, Croatian Labourists – 
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Labour Party, Red–Green Alliance Denmark*, French Communist Party*, Left Party 
France*, Communist Party of Réunion, LINKE Germany*, KKE - Communist Party of 
Greece, SYRIZA -Coalition of the Radical Left Greece*, Socialist Party Ireland, Socialist 
Party Latvia, Socialist Party Netherlands, Independent Party Netherlands, Left Bloc 
Portugal*, Portuguese Communist Party, Communist Party of Spain*, Left Party Swe-
den, Sinn Féin Northern Ireland. 

5 Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxem-
bourg, Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, Spain and Great Britain. 

6 Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 
Poland, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia. 

7 We adopt the term ‘radical left parties’ here as is current use in political science, al-
though it is not used by all the parties concerned. 

8 ‘Significant’ here indicates the winning of the minimum number of deputies to national 
parliaments to achieve party presence at least once. Such parties are: EU 15: Denmark 
(EL), Finland (VAS), France (PCF), Germany (LINKE), Greece (KKE and Syn), Ireland 
(DL and SP), Italy (PRC/PdCI), Luxembourg (KPL and LÉNK), Netherlands (SP), 
Portugal (PCP and BE), Spain (PCE), Sweden (V) and UK (Scotland) (SSP and Respect); 
EU12: Cyprus (AKEL), Czech Republic (KSČM), Estonia (EÜVP), Latvia (LSP) and 
Slovakia (KSS).

9 Luke March: Problems and perspectives of contemporary European radical left parties: 
Chasing a lost world or still a world to win? In: International Critical Thought, Volume 
2, Issue 3, 2012

10 Ibid.
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Where does the radical left come from? To  understand what unites the 
organisations of this new left and the nature of its radicalism we must 

go back to the years following the fall of the Berlin Wall. From the disinte-
gration of the Soviet Bloc to the end of the 1980s, some communist parties 
(the Greek KKE, the Portuguese PCP and the PRC emerging from the Ital-
ian PCI) chose to preserve their communist identity. Others (the Dutch SP 
and the successor organisations to Italy’s PCI) broke with their communist 
framework and began a process of ideological and political reformation.

On the whole, the European communist parties have evolved in three di-
rections: They have either:
zz remained faithful to their traditional communist identities and retained 

the name ‘communist’;
zz become ecological parties of the Red-Green type, open to new societal 

issues and political liberalism (as with the Scandinavian communist 
parties);

zz or, more rarely, become social democratic parties (the Italian PCI that 
became the PDS and then the DS). These parties clearly ceased to be 
anti-capitalist. They are now at the centre of a largely neoliberal social 
democratic trend.

zz

A common ideology? An ‘anti-capitalist identity’ unites the parties of the 
radical left as a whole. This gives them a more restrictive objective than sim-

The Radical Left in Europe:  
An Outline

Philippe Marlière
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ple ‘anti-liberalism’. Thus the Party of the European Left, a confederal or-
ganisation founded in 2004, which brings together 38 parties to the left of 
Europe’s social democratic and green parties, describes itself as ‘anti-capi-
talist’. However, its parties are no longer ‘anti-system’. They willingly accept 
parliamentary democracy and wish to carry out radical and even revolu-
tionary changes by democratic means and through elections.

This radical left is committed to defending the social state. It is in favour 
of public intervention in economic affairs and is opposed to privatisation of 
public services and economic deregulation. These are among its many dif-
ferences – major and minor – with social democracy, which has long been 
won over to the market economy.

Electoral breakthroughs and setbacks

Electorally, over the last ten years only a few of these parties have scored 
more than 10% in a national election: in Germany, Denmark, Greece, Hol-
land, Portugal and France (even though the latter involved a presidential 
election where the candidate’s personality plays a major role). The excep-
tional case of SYRIZA, in Greece (27% of the votes in the June 2012 general 
election), should, however, be noted. Other parties that had good scores a 
few years ago have dramatically declined since. For example, the Italian PRC 
has not had any members elected to Parliament since 2008.

In the Scandinavian countries, the Red-Green alliance strategy has ena-
bled radical left parties to redefine and indeed go beyond their communist 
identity. This strategy can be partly explained by the hegemonic hold of so-
cial democracy in Scandinavia,  which means that moving in the direction 
of social democracy is not an option. It is parties of the new left type that 
favour a social and societal agenda (which includes feminism, anti-racism, 
environmental issues and de-growth). These strategies of combining neo-
communist and environmental themes have shown themselves to be 
advantageous in elections. The radical left has scored over 15% of the votes 
in Denmark, 9% in Finland and 17% in the Netherlands.

Another kind of party has recently made an appearance: It is the result of 
split-offs of the left wings of social democratic parties. Examples are the Par-
ti de Gauche (Left Party) in France and, in part, Die LINKE in Germany 
(11.9% in the 2009 federal elections). (Die LINKE is the result of a merger 
between the eastern German PDS and the western alliance made up princi-
pally of left social democratic trade unionists.) These parties, led by ex-so-
cial democrats (Jean-Luc Melenchon and Oskar Lafontaine respectively) 
have been opposing the social-liberal Third Way drift within social democ-
racy since the 1990s.
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On the whole, three electoral tendencies can be observed in the radical 
left: 
zz Scandinavia, Finland, Britain and Ireland: In Finland the radical left 

lost 12.7% between 1949 and 2009. Ecologists are strong there. Unlike 
Denmark, the radical left grew by 7%. It also achieved a breakthrough 
in Sweden. In Demark and Sweden, the gains of the radical left 
occurred in the context of the relative decline of social democracy. In 
the United Kingdom the radical left, historically weak, remains at only 
1% today.

zz In Continental Europe (Germany, Austria, Belgium, Luxemburg and 
Holland). The social democrats have been on the decline since the 
1980s (an average loss of 8%). The greens have been on the upswing and 
the radical left has scored an average gain of 6% since 2000. The radical 
left today scores 8.9% on average – Die LINKE had a major break-
through in 2009 (11.9%), followed by a decline. In the recently held fed-
eral election, however, it scored 8.6%, which indicates a consolidation.

zz In Southern Europe (Spain, France, Greece, Italy and Portugal). This is 
the European region in which the radical left is best rooted (16.3% on 
average). This figure does not take into account Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s 
score in the 2012 presidential elections nor that of SYRIZA in June 
2012. The Greens are weaker here (3.2% on average), and social democ-
racy has been in decline for the last ten years.

Electoral alliance or a new party?

The party organisational form is of major importance for the radical left 
parties since many of them form part of electoral alliances. 
zz SYRIZA (Greece): The official birth of SYRIZA (Radical Left Coalition) 

is connected with the 2004 parliamentary elections. Several parties 
have joined this alliance (13 as of now) of which Synaspismos is the 
overwhelmingly largest component. The leader of SYRIZA, Alexis 
Tsipras, is also a member of this majority party.

zz The Left Bloc (Bloco de Esquerda, BE, Portugal) was founded in 1999. It 
calls itself socialist and results from the fusion of three parties: UDP 
(Maoist Marxist), PSR (Trotskyist) and Politica XXI, which have 
become the political currents within the new party. 

zz The Red-Green Alliance (Denmark) brings together left socialists, the 
DKP (Danish Communist Party) and the SAP (the Danish member 
party of the Fourth International). It originated as an electoral cartel.

zz Die LINKE (Germany), born of the fusion in 2007 of the Linkspartei 
(ex-PDS (Party of Democratic Socialism), which emerged from the SED 
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or ruling party of the GDR) and the Electoral Alternative for Labour 
and Social Justice (WASG) that broke away from the Social Democratic 
Party in 2005.

zz The United Left (Izquierda Unida, IU), Spain, brings together left and 
green groups, left socialists and republicans. Its leading force is the 
Spanish Communist Party. IU is more than an electoral cartel since the 
member parties have all fused into it, but they continue to exist inde-
pendently of IU. IU is, organisationally speaking, similar to France’s 
Front de Gauche.

National and International Environment

How can the diverse electoral fortunes of these parties be explained? Here 
the national environment is primary. The electoral successes of the radical 
left parties depend more on internal (national) factors than on external (in-
ternational) ones. 
zz The case of SYRIZA. The Greek radical left garnered 3.3% in the 2004 

general elections, which resulted in 6 members of Parliament. In the 
June 2012 elections it won 27% of the vote,  giving it 71 members of 
Parliament. This dazzling breakthrough can be explained by three cor-
related factors: First, in the context of an unprecedented economic and 
social crisis Greeks rejected PASOK, a party tied to the Memorandum. 
Second, SYRIZA’s success occurred in the context of four years of aus-
terity plans imposed by the Troika. Third, SYRIZA’s campaign was able 
to communicate radical, clear and realistic proposals to the Greek peo-
ple (repeal of the Memorandum and renegotiation of Greece’s public 
debt in a European framework).

zz The Front de Gauche (Left Front) and Jean-Luc Mélenchon in the French 
presidential elections. Mélenchon won 11.1% of the votes but in the par-
ticular conditions of a French presidential election under the Fifth 
Republic, which resembles a plebiscite. 

zz The Dutch Socialist Party’s (SP) breakthrough and then decline in 
opinion polls. During the 2012 election campaign the SP stayed in top 
place for a long time in the opinion polls and then fell to second posi-
tion, behind the neoliberal VVD and ahead of the social democratic 
PvDA. However, in the end the SP finished in fourth place (9.8% of the 
vote). It was its opposition to austerity that explained its breakthrough 
at the beginning of the campaign but also the Euro-sceptical position it 
adopted. Indeed, although the SP supports European ‘cooperation’ it is 
against European ‘integration’.
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Relations with the social democracy 
There is another thorny question the radical left has to answer: Should it 

ally itself nationally and/or locally with the social democrats, or should it re-
fuse any alliance with it? Positions vary on this score. In national situations 
where the social democrats have clearly failed and have, when in office, car-
ried out policies as harmful as those of the right, there is no question of an 
alliance either locally or nationally (Greece, Spain, Portugal, Italy, the Neth-
erlands and Scandinavia). On the other hand, in countries where social de-
mocracy remains hegemonic in the popular electorate (France, Germany), it 
is a priori more difficult to oppose any form of alliance with it. In these dif-
ficult situations, the parties compromise and equivocate depending on the 
circumstances and the political challenges of the moment.

Die LINKE is currently in a regional coalition with the Social Democrats 
and the Greens in Brandenburg. For a long time it was the SPD’s partner in 
Berlin until the two parties lost their majority, which resulted in a ‘grand 
coalition’ (SPD/CDU) in Berlin.

European integration

zz During the referendum on the European Constitutional Treaty in 2005, 
the Dutch SP was the only left party in Parliament to call for a No vote. 
During that period the SP won some support that fell slightly after the 
referendum. This is the radical left party that has most categorically 
rejected the process of European integration.

zz SYRIZA was equally opposed to the Constitutional Treaty but only as 
the result of a long process of change. In 1992, Synaspismos, the princi-
pal party in SYRIZA, had voted in favour of the Maastricht Treaty. 
Jean-Luc Mélenchon, at that time a member of the French Socialist Par-
ty, had also supported the Treaty.

zz Die LINKE is following a path more inclined to compromise. It declares 
itself to be in favour of pursuing European integration while opposing 
the EU’s present policies and institutions.

The opposition to neoliberal Europe is intensifying within the radical left, 
but no party proposes complete withdrawal from the EU. These parties are 
even cautiously broaching the question of the Eurozone, in fear that the ex-
treme right will benefit from a public opinion that has become resolutely 
Euro-sceptical.
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Conclusion
The radical left, on the rise in many European countries, is only partially 

benefitting from the decline of social democratic parties that are often dis-
credited (Greece, Spain, Germany and Italy) or are on their way to becoming 
discredited (France). When the right is massively rejected by the electors, 
tactical voting favours the social democrats (François Hollande in 2012). 

Today, the radical left is marked ideologically and politically by different 
currents (communism, socialism, ecology and feminism). A sometimes dif-
fuse and identitarian anti-capitalist identity unites them. Certain parties to-
day are grouped together in electoral alliances (for example, in France’s 
Front de Gauche) but most of them have merged into new party structures 
(Die LINKE and SYRIZA). Most are also part of transnational structures: 
the Party of the European Left or the GUE/NGL group in the European Par-
liament.

The question is whether these parties can be transformed into major elec-
toral and political forces capable of attracting a large part of the social dem-
ocratic electorate. Apart from SYRIZA, which is on the threshold of coming 
to power in Greece, no organisation has succeeded in supplanting the dis-
credited social democrats.  The coming months will be crucial for the future 
of organisations that hope to embody a left that wants to renew the egalitar-
ian ideals of the old labour movement  n

translated	by	Jimmy	Jancovich

This article is an abbreviated version of the author’s chapter  in  Jean-Numa Ducange, 
Philippe Marlière and Louis Weber, eds. La Gauche radicale en Europe (The Radical Left in 
Europe), published by Éditions du Croquant in the Espaces Marx series  Enjeux et débats 
(Issues and Discussions). To order please send check for 8 € (postage is free) made out to 
Espaces Marx at Espaces Marx, 6 Ave Mathurin Moreau, 75019 Paris. The ebook (5€) and 
the book itself can also be ordered on line from: http://atheles.org/editionsducroquant/
enjeuxetdebatsespacesmarx/lagaucheradicaleeneurope/index.html .
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Abstract 

A new departure for industrial policy in Europe is needed for five major 
reasons. The first is rooted in macroeconomics; exiting the current depres-
sion requires a substantial increase in demand, which could come from a 
Europe-wide public investment plan. 

The second has to do with the changes in Europe’s economic structure re-
sulting from the crisis; major losses are taking place in industries, a down-
sizing of the inflated financial sector is needed, and no new large economic 
activities that could offer new useful products and services and provide new 
employment are emerging. 

Third, a new EU-wide industrial policy is needed in order to reverse the 
massive privatisations of past decades, which have failed to provide growth 
and employment. 

The need for greater cohesion and reduced imbalances within the EU and 
individual countries is the fourth reason for a new EU-wide industrial poli-
cy. Current changes in Europe’s industrial structure open up a growing di-
vide between a relatively strong ‘centre’ and a ‘periphery’ where a large share 
of industrial capacity is being lost. 

Fifth, a new EU-wide industrial policy could become a major tool for ad-
dressing the urgent need for an ecological transformation of Europe. Turn-
ing Europe into a sustainable economy and society – reducing the use of 
non-renewable resources and energy, protecting ecological systems and 

An Industrial Policy for Europe

Mario Pianta 
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landscapes, lowering CO2 and other emissions, reducing waste and general-
ising recycling – goes well beyond the emergence of specific environmental-
ly friendly new activities; it is a transformation that concerns the whole 
economy and society. In addressing all these priorities industrial policy can 
be an important and flexible tool. In order to implement it effectively, there 
is a need for new institutional arrangements and funding sources, new 
mechanisms of accountable governance, efficient and effective operation, 
systematic links between the EU and the national and local levels, as well as 
forms of democratic control with participatory practices.

Depression and polarisation in Europe 

The crisis of 2008 has brought Europe to a depression. The continent has 
been divided between a ‘centre’ with financial and political power, and a ‘pe-
riphery’ with no political influence, high public debt, high unemployment 
and no hope for recovery. This polarisation is evident in Eurostat data on 
industrial production. With 2010 data equal to 100, in June 2013 Germany’s 
index was 110.2, Austria’s 105.8, Denmark’s 106 and France’s 102.6. Con-
versely, Italy’s index was 96.9, Spain’s 95.9, Portugal’s 95.3 and Greece’s 93.7 
(Eurostat 2013). Taking 2010 as the year of comparison, however, ignores the 
effects of the first years of the crisis. In Italy industrial production is now 
25 % lower than in 2008, a fall that is common to most countries of the ‘pe-
riphery’ and is leading to a permanent loss of production capacity in most 
industries. As the ‘centre’ has largely preserved its industrial base and in-
creased its exports to the ‘periphery’, we are likely to face mounting trade 
imbalances within Europe that in the weaker countries might be addressed 
either by continuing austerity policies – depressing incomes and imports –, 
or by renewed capital inflows further expanding private and public debt. In 
both cases, Europe’s periphery is heading towards a spiral of losses of in-
come, jobs, production and exports. 

In a context where European macroeconomic policies resist pressures to 
stimulate new demand and redistribute income, a generalised return to 
growth is unlikely. Without a substantial increase of public demand an end 
of the current depression is unlikely. Moreover, the aftermath of the crisis is 
likely to be marked by a more polarised industrial structure, where weak 
countries, regions, industries and firms become weaker, and where also the 
‘centre’ may be left with lower demand, and a reduced ability to develop new 
technologies and economic activities. With a slowdown of overall growth in 
Europe and economic decline affecting several areas of its ‘periphery’, 
change is likely to become more difficult. Europe as a whole would be stuck 
in its traditional economic trajectory – with sluggish markets, a heavy envi-
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ronmental burden, and growing inequality – while other advanced and 
emerging countries may move faster towards new knowledge, new products 
and processes andnew sources of employment, supported by faster demand 
dynamics. 

Five reasons for a new industrial policy 

There is no need, however, to accept such an outcome as inevitable. Eu-
rope is now facing multiple challenges: ending the depression; upgrading its 
economic structure with new job-creating activities; extending public action 
and public goods provision after decades of privatisations; reducing the po-
larisation between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ resulting from the crisis; and 
moving towards a fundamental ecological transformation of the economy 
and society. An important, well known and effective tool could contribute 
to address all these challenges – a new Europe-wide industrial policy. 

In Europe, industrial policy drove the highly successful expansion of pro-
duction from the 1950s to the 1970s. In new industrialised countries it com-
bines public and private efforts to develop knowledge, acquire technologies, 
invest in new activities, and expand foreign markets. 

However, industrial policy fell out of fashion in Europe in the last two dec-
ades, when governments largely left decisions on the evolution of the econ-
omy to markets – that is, to large multinational firms – with waves of liber-
alisations and privatisation of public enterprises. Policies lost their 
selectivity and were limited to automatic ‘horizontal’ mechanisms, such as 
across-the-board tax incentives for R&D and acquisition of new machinery, 
or incentives to producers and consumers of goods. The result has been a 
general loss of policy influence on the direction of industrial change and de-
velopment in Europe.

 
Europe’s missing industrial policy 

European Union policies on the evolution of economic activities are now 
framed in the Europe 2020 strategy, approved in June 2010 by the European 
Council. It provides the new framework for economic policy in Europe, re-
placing the Lisbon Strategy that was supposed to inspire Europe’s policies in 
the previous decade. In the Lisbon Strategy the EU set the goal ‘to become 
the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world 
capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and 
greater social cohesion’. A comprehensive economic strategy was expected 
to be developed ‘preparing the transition to a knowledge-based economy 
and society by better policies for the information society and research and 
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development (R&D), as well as by stepping up the process of structural re-
form for competitiveness and innovation and by completing the internal 
market; modernising the European social model, investing in people and 
combating social exclusion; sustaining a healthy economic outlook and fa-
vourable growth prospects by applying an appropriate macro-economic pol-
icy mix’. As pointed out by Lundvall and Lorenz (2011), after the mid-term 
evaluation of 2004-05 – and with right-wing governments replacing centre-
left majorities in most European countries – the EU strategy was scaled 
down and focused on neoliberal policies for employment and economic 
growth. 

The Europe 2020 strategy follows this same trajectory identifying three 
priorities: ‘smart growth’, that is, an economy based on knowledge and in-
novation; ‘sustainable growth’, that is, a resource efficient, greener and more 
competitive economy; and ‘inclusive growth’, that is, a high-employment 
economy with social and territorial cohesion. By 2020 the EU is expected to 
reach five ‘headlines targets’ through a wide range of actions at the national 
and EU level, but the specific policy tools for achieving such goals appear 
limited. Eight ‘flagship’ initiatives are associated to priority issues for re-
launching Europe (European Commission, 2010a). 

The specific targets identified by Europe 2020 follow the footsteps of the 
Lisbon Agenda. The target of devoting 3 % of EU GDP to R&D expenditure 
is maintained. In 2008, R&D in EU-27 amounted to 2.1 %, with a highly un-
even distribution across countries and no sign of convergence. Since then, 
the recession has led to falling expenditures and greater disparities. Innova-
tion capacity is to be supported by the formation of human capital: The 
share of early school leavers should be under 10 % in 2020 (it was 14.4 % in 
2009 in EU-27) and at least 40 % of the younger generation should have a 
tertiary degree (32.2 % in 2009 in EU-27). Again, progress towards such 
goals has been highly uneven and the recession has rolled back advances in 
‘periphery’ countries. 

The strategy includes a set of indicators from the 20/20/20 climate/energy 
targets established in 2009 by the European Council. The first one is the 
20 % reduction of emissions by 2020 on the levels of 1990 (extended to 30 % 
‘if the conditions are right’); in 2009, the EU level declined by 17 %, largely 
due to the economic crisis that has severely reduced output as well as emis-
sions. The second target is the reduction of 20 % in the use of renewable 
sources (in 2008, it was 10.3 %). The third is a rise of 20 % in energy efficien-
cy, with a move towards clean and efficient production systems with the po-
tential to create millions of jobs. 

The two ‘flagship’ initiatives devoted by Europe 2020 to innovation and 
industrial policy include the ‘Innovation Union’ (European Commission, 
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2010b) and ‘an integrated industrial policy for the globalisation era’ (Euro-
pean Commission, 2010c). The aim is to provide the best conditions for 
business to innovate and grow, as well as to support the transformation of 
the manufacturing system towards a low-carbon economy. 

As in the Lisbon agenda, industrial policy is based on a ‘horizontal’ ap-
proach, where the main policy tools are the provision of infrastructures, the 
reduction of transaction costs across the EU, a more appropriate regulatory 
framework favouring competition and access to finance. A significant role 
is ascribed to the ability of small and medium enterprises to promote 
growth and create employment. Key issues include the need to fight protec-
tionism, increase the flows of goods, capital and people within and outside 
the EU, to exploit a more open single market for services and to benefit from 
globalisation. This strategy confirms the rejection by EU policy – which be-
gan in the 1980s – of targeted industrial policies and state support for par-
ticular sectors, choosing a market based approach instead. Selective indus-
trial policies continue to be considered ineffective by the EU, due to the 
difficulty of fine-tuning actions and evaluating results (Lerner, 2009). 

Besides misplaced targets and a misleading approach, EU industrial poli-
cies have lacked adequate governance mechanisms, and no significant EU-
wide resources have been made available to members states. Moreover, in 
this as in other fields of EU economic policy, the lack of democratic process-
es and broad participation in decision making has emerged as a major weak-
ness of the present model of European integration. 

When the crisis started in 2008 and austerity policies were imposed on 
Euro-area countries, the emphasis on fiscal consolidation and macroeco-
nomic coordination sidelined any serious discussion on industrial policy. 
Europe 2020 is now in line with the neoliberal view that economic growth 
can be supported by the operation of markets and that fiscal consolidation 
and debt reduction create appropriate conditions for long term growth. Eu-
rope 2020 only suggests more resources for ‘growth-enhancing items’ such 
as education, R&D and innovation, at the expense of social expenditure, 
which is considered to be unsustainable (European Commission, 2010a, 
2010c). 

How can we change what is produced? 

A different policy perspective is needed, addressing at the European level 
the needs to end the depression and rebuild sustainable economic activities 
in a less polarised continent. Decisions on the future of the industrial struc-
ture in Europe have to be brought back into the public domain. 

The general principles of industrial policy are simple enough. It should fa-
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vour the evolution of knowledge, technologies and economic activities in di-
rections that improve economic performances, social conditions and envi-
ronmental sustainability. It should favour activities and industries 
characterised by learning processes – by individuals and in organisations –, 
rapid technological change, scale and scope economies and a strong growth 
of demand and productivity. An obvious list would include activities cen-
tred on the environment and energy, knowledge and information and com-
munication technologies (ICTs) as well as health and welfare. 

Environment and energy: The current industrial model has to be deeply 
transformed in the direction of environmental sustainability. The techno-
logical paradigm of the future could be based on ‘green’ products, processes 
and social organisations that use much less energy, resources and land, have 
a much lighter effect on climate and eco-systems, move to renewable energy 
sources, organise transport systems beyond the dominance of cars with in-
tegrated mobility systems, rely on the repair and maintenance of existing 
goods and infrastructures and protect nature and the earth. Such a perspec-
tive raises enormous opportunities for research, innovation and new eco-
nomic and social activities; a new set of coherent policies should address 
these complex, long-term challenges. 

Knowledge and ICTs: Current change is dominated by the diffusion 
throughout the economy of the paradigm based on ICTs. Its potential for 
wider applications, higher productivity and lower prices, and new goods and 
social benefits should be supported. However, ICTs and web-based activities 
are reshaping the boundaries between the economic and social spheres, as 
the success of open source software, copyleft, Wikipedia and peer-to-peer 
clearly show. Policies should encourage the practice of innovation as a social, 
cooperative and open process, easing the rules on the access and sharing of 
knowledge, rather than enforcing and restricting the intellectual property 
rules designed for a previous technological era. 

Health and welfare. Europe is an aging continent with the best health sys-
tem in the world, rooted in its nature of being a public service outside the 
market. Advances in care systems, instrumentation, biotechnologies, genet-
ics and drug research have to be supported and regulated considering their 
ethical and social consequences (as in the cases of GMOs, cloning, access to 
drugs in developing countries, etc.). Social innovation should spread in wel-
fare services with a greater role for citizens, users and non-profit organisa-
tions, renewed public provision and new forms of self-organisation of com-
munities. 
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All these fields are characterised by labour intensive production processes 
and by a requirement of medium and high skills, with the potential to pro-
vide ‘good’ jobs. 

Institutions, governance and funding of Europe-wide  
industrial policy 

Industrial policy has long relied on different mechanisms. On the supply 
side, public funds have supported selected R&D, innovation and investment 
efforts. Public investment banks and public enterprises – as well as non-
profit foundations – have supported business start-ups in key fields with 
credits and venture capital and managed the restructuring of major produc-
tion activities. Public, community and cooperative enterprises have a role in 
fields such as knowledge-based activities, environmental and local services 
where public goods and public procurement are prevalent.

On the demand side, far-sighted public procurement, the organisation and 
regulation of markets with high growth potential, and support and incen-
tives for early users of new technologies have helped ‘pull’ innovation and 
investments (Mazzucato, 2013). Similar tools have sometimes shifted pro-
duction and consumption towards more sustainable patterns. In fewer cases, 
policies have ‘empowered the users’, letting them define specific applications 
of existing technologies that may lead to new goods and services with large 
markets. Finally, policies have aimed at building closer relationships among 
all actors of national and European systems of innovation – firms, financial 
institutions, universities and policy makers – helping to coordinate deci-
sions of public and private actors. 

The funding for such policies has generally come from national public ex-
penditures, the granting of public capital to state banks and enterprises and 
from financial markets through bonds with various degrees of public guar-
antee. 

A proposal for a new Europe-wide industrial policy could be developed 
building on such previous experiences and on recent plans, such as the one 
proposed by the German trade union confederation DGB (2013). The fol-
lowing institutions, funding arrangements and governance mechanisms 
could be considered. 

The institutional arrangements 

The new industrial policy has to be firmly set within the European Union 
and – if required – within the institutions of the Eurozone. This is needed 
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in order to coordinate industrial policy with macroeconomic, monetary, fis-
cal, trade, competition and other EU-wide policies, providing full legitima-
tion to public action at the European level for influencing what is being pro-
duced (and how). Major changes are required in current EU regulations, in 
particular the ones that prevent public action from ‘distorting’ the operation 
of markets. The expansion of economic activities that markets are unable to 
develop should become an explicit objective of EU policy. The EU level is 
also crucial for funding such policy (see below). As this policy is likely to 
meet opposition by some EU countries, a ‘variable geometry’ EU policy 
could be envisaged, excluding the countries that do not wish to participate. 

A close integration has to be developed between the European dimension 
– providing policy coherence, overall priorities and funding – , the national 
dimension – where public agencies have to operate and an implementation 
strategy must be defined – and the local dimension – where specific public 
and private actors have to be involved in the complex tasks associated with 
the development of new economic activities. 

Existing institutions could be renewed and integrated in such a new in-
dustrial policy, including – at the EU level – Structural Funds and the Euro-
pean Investment Bank (EIB). However, their mode of operation should be 
adapted to the different requirements of the role here proposed. While in the 
short term adapting existing institutions is the most effective way to pro-
ceed, in the longer term there is a need for a dedicated institution – either a 
European Public Investment Bank, or a European Industrial Agency – co-
herent with the mandate of reshaping economic activities in Europe. 

A system could be envisaged in which EU governments and the European 
Parliament agree on the guidelines and funding of industrial policy, calling 
on the EU Commission to implement appropriate policy tools and spending 
mechanisms. In each country a specific institution – either an existing or a 
new one, either a National Public Investment Bank or a National Industrial 
Agency – could assume the role of coordinating the implementation of in-
dustrial policies at the national level, interacting with the existing national 
innovation system, policy actors, the financial sector, etc. More specific 
agencies, consortia or enterprises, with a flexible status but a strong public 
orientation, could be created (or adapted, if already in place) for action at the 
local and regional level and for initiatives in particular fields. 

The funding of industrial policy 

Funds for a Europe-wide industrial policy should come from Europe-wide 
resources. As suggested by the DGB proposal ‘A Marshall Plan for Europe’ 
(DGB, 2013), funds could be raised on financial markets by a new European 



A
n

 In
d

u
stria

l P
olicy for Eu

rop
e

	 83

Public Agency; it could obtain the Europe-wide revenues of a once-for-all 
wealth tax and of the newly introduced Financial Transactions Tax; such in-
come could help cover interest payments for the necessary projects that are 
not profitable in market terms. This arrangement would not burden domes-
tic public finances and could visibly make the connection between policies 
for downsizing finance, taxing the rich, reducing inequality and the indus-
trial policy that could lead to new economic activities and jobs. 

An alternative may come from a more thoroughgoing European fiscal re-
form introducing an EU-wide tax on corporations, thus effectively eliminat-
ing fiscal competition between EU countries. Perhaps 15 % of proceedings 
could go to fund industrial policy, public investment, knowledge generation 
and diffusion at the EU level; the rest could be transferred to the countries’ 
treasuries. 

For the group of Eurozone countries, financing through EMU mecha-
nisms could be considered. Eurobonds could be created to fund industrial 
policy; a new European Public Investment Bank could borrow funds direct-
ly from the ECB; the ECB could directly provide funds for industrial policy. 

Moreover, funding arrangements could be different according to the rel-
evance of the ‘public’ dimension: 

a) The priority of public funds should go to public investment in non-mar-
ket activities – such as public goods provision, infrastructures, knowl-
edge, education and health; 

b) public funds and long term private investment should be combined in 
funding new ‘strategic’ market activities, such as the provision of public 
capital for new activities in emerging sectors; 

c) public support could stimulate financial markets with invest in private 
firms and non-profit organisations developing ‘good’ market activities 
that could more easily repay the investment. 

In all cases, the rationale for financing industrial policy cannot be reduced 
to the financial logic of the ‘return on investment’. The benefits in terms of 
environmental quality, social welfare, greater territorial cohesion and more 
diffused growth at the European level have to be considered, and the costs 
have to be shared accordingly. 

The governance system 

The different options outlined above are associated to different govern-
ance arrangements of EU-wide industrial policy. As an example, we can as-
sume that an EU public investment bank or agency – let us call it European 
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public investment (EPI) – is created and similar organisations – national 
public investment (NPI) – act in each country. The European institution 
should be accountable to the European Parliament, which appoints its board 
in which representatives from business, research organisations, trade unions 
and environmental civil-society organisations should be included. No ‘re-
volving door’ between industrial policy institutions and private firms and 
banks would be allowed. The European institution should engage in consul-
tation with EU political, economic and social actors for developing its pro-
posed industrial policy, which should be approved by the European Parlia-
ment. Funds would then become available, and could be assigned to 
national institutions and specific targets and activities. Transparency in de-
cisions would be required, and monitoring and evaluation procedures 
would be arranged. 

The same governance system could be introduced in the national institu-
tions in charge of coordinating implementation at the country level. 

The fields that could be eligible for such industrial policy programmes can 
be identified within the broad areas outlined above. The countries and re-
gions where such investments could be carried out have to be defined in ad-
vance, with the explicit aim of reducing the polarisation that is weakening 
the industrial base of Europe’s ‘periphery’. For instance, 75 % of funds could 
go to ‘periphery’ countries (Eastern and Southern Europe, plus Ireland); at 
least 50 % of them would be dedicated to the poorer regions of such coun-
tries; 25 % could go to the poorer regions of the countries of the ‘centre’. 

Extensive public consultations and a democratic debate about what and 
how we produce could support these policy initiatives, building consensus 
and credibility for EU-wide industrial policy. 

Opening up a debate on industrial policy in Europe is an urgent task. A 
wide range of ideas and proposals have to be shared and discussed. The po-
litical obstacles to such a new industrial policy are indeed huge, and major 
changes would be required in order to implement it.  n

Paper	delivered	at	the	19th	Conference	on	Alternative	Economic	Policy	in	Europe,		
London	20-22	September	2013.
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A recent IMF paper recognises that the austerity policies imposed on 
some European countries have been unbalanced, ineffective and biased 

(IMF Policy Paper, September 2013, ‘Reassessing the Role and Modalities of 
Fiscal Policy in Advanced Economies’). Endorsed by chief economist Olivier 
Blanchard but not by the Board of the IMF, the paper repeats previous con-
clusions by staff members challenging the coherence of the adjustment pro-
grammes in Europe. In the cryptic IMF language, ‘new research suggests 
that large expenditure-based consolidations tend to increase inequality, and 
that higher inequality can undermine growth’. Yet the IMF, along with its 
counterparts, the troikas ruling Greece, Ireland and Portugal, is now pro-
posing precisely a new approach to aggravate inequalities: the reduction of 
the minimum wage and of the value of pensions already being paid.

The targets are young skilled workers who are to accept precarious jobs 
with reduced pay, lowering the cost of work below the survival level of the 
minimum wage, and older workers who have paid into the public pension 
systems. This has led to increasing exploitation and therefore to growing in-
equality. For the IMF and for the Troika the solution to the problems they 
perceive, and indeed generated, is to aggravate the very problems. In fact, 
the problem is the austerity policy itself and the authoritarian way it repre-
sents of governing Europe. In what follows, we will evaluate the coherence 
and results of three years of austerity programmes and present the case for 
fighting for democracy and social responsibility in Europe.

The Struggle Against  
the Memoranda

Francisco Louçã
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A savage attack on democracy
The Memoranda imposed on Greece and then on Ireland and Portugal, 

which unsurprisingly share an almost identical wording and disregard the 
specific characteristics of each economy, were blatant examples of a threat: 
The social contracts created by democracy are to be reengineered according 
to the requirements of finance capital. 

After some years, the results speak for themselves. First, there was no re-
duction in financial rents. Indeed, they were increased, as the privatisations 
delivered the public energy, transportation and postal systems, and large 
parts of the health systems, to speculators. The future payment flows to the 
public-private partnerships were not affected, but the provision of public 
goods was dynamited. Second, the rent obtained on state bonds was protect-
ed and enlarged, and the main German, British and French banks were 
bailed out of the public debt of the countries under attack. Third, the Mem-
oranda unleashed the pressure to lower wages and pensions and degrade the 
level of social protection and access to common goods: In Greece, the unem-
ployed are not to be treated in public hospitals, and in Portugal more than 
half of the unemployed have no subsidy.

After a couple of years, the nations subject to the Memoranda are more 
vulnerable and their societies more unequal. The change has been brutal 
and rapid: No party or government in any European country would ever 
have been able to propose these measures and deliver their tragic results in 
a democratic context without the blackmail and direct intervention of the 
troikas. This is the yardstick for the success of the adjustment programmes 
from the point of view of its actual beneficiaries, for its aims were to degrade 
the social contracts providing protection for unemployment, illness and 
ageing, and to commodify the crucial goods for democracy – health, educa-
tion and social security. This is what they are winning. The results are un-
employment, since unemployment is the social condition for further reduc-
tion of wages, and degradation of pensions, since the social security systems’ 
funds are the prey for shadow finance.

Furthermore, the aggravation of the interest on sovereign debt, which is 
the domino effect of the recession triggered by this strategy, provides the 
tools for long-term pressure and control over these countries. The success of 
the troikas’ policies is directly related to the failure of the countries in their 
protectorate.

Nevertheless, public opinion is aware that these social contracts have been 
the basis of democratic life, since after the Second World War or after the 
fall of the dictatorships in Portugal, Greece and Spain the workers’ move-
ments won a considerable degree of socialisation of welfare policies. The sig-
nificance of the conflict over the Memoranda involves the very nature of the 
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democratic life and social rights of our peoples. That is why we are concen-
trating our struggle of opposition on the Memoranda.

A struggle for democracy in Europe

As the collapse of the protectorate countries proceeds, the discourse of the 
European institutions is that the programme is working and must be reso-
lutely pursued. In fact, the European Central Bank and the European Com-
mission, two vortices of the austerity regime, reject any measure protecting 
the economies and favouring the creation of jobs against the benefits for the 
financial powers, and it is obvious that the generals of the speculator’s army 
will accept no change of direction. The IMF paper and similar examples of 
second thoughts are simply testimonies of the uncomfortable regret of econ-
omists whose world is falling apart: They now know that reducing wages 
does not reduce unemployment, as the theory promised and the legend 
went.

If unchallenged, the European Union will go on, defiant of reality and 
proud of the social engineering it is imposing on the southern countries. For 
Merkel and the German banks, this means more than 40 billion euros of net 
gain with debt operations and, furthermore, the political consolidation of 
the Empress. For the financial sector of Europe, which has just destroyed the 
claims of a long-promised Robin Hood tax on speculative transactions, this 
means taming the social aspirations for a responsible Europe. Business as 
usual prevails at the end of the day, with thirty million unemployed. 

As pressure mounts, new constellations slide into place within Europe’s 
political landscape. The Socialists and Social Democrats, the lonely partners 
of the right-wing government in Greece, and the surviving military aides  of 
the Pentagon in France, were among the promoters of the privatisation and 
austerity programmes that led the welfare systems to exhaustion, as they did 
in Portugal and Spain. Sticking to the Memoranda in the south of Europe, 
these parties stand against their peoples. The Greens, losing ground in 
Greece, France, Italy and Spain, and after a major new defeat in Germany, 
are crying out for the bombardment of Syria and for unified political rule in 
Europe – in fact, this federalist stance empowers Merkel still more with the 
powers she is already abusing. Other political sectors are moving to the cen-
tre and to the right, as if the only political alternative were to pursue and ac-
cept the neoliberal aggression.

Alternatively, the aim of the socialist left, in offering fierce opposition to 
austerity, is to defeat the troikas. This is the true aspiration of the left – to 
create a popular camp against capital and to root a left government in a ma-
jority for annulling the Memoranda, defending wages and pensions, cancel-
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ling debt and nationalising the financial sector in order to reconstruct the 
system of credit for investment and employment. This requires a surge of 
energy. A concentration of social forces and intellectual capacities, of will 
and experience, of concrete programmes – all this is needed for a left gov-
ernment. 

A European dimension is essential as well: A left government able to break 
with the rule of financial authoritarianism, a new challenge Europe has nev-
er met, is the sole chance for democracy. Accepting no sacrifice for the Euro 
or for the rule of the banks, a left government in Europe must be the trigger 
for a continental mobilisation for solidarity and social responsibility.

This is a historic task. For half a century, welfare protection, the national 
health systems, the public school and other services, social security and the 
labour contracts and conventions protecting the poor and reducing inequal-
ity were the product of conflict and negotiation among different interests. 
This balance has been upset and will not be restored since finance has be-
come a shadowy business seeking all these services as an unending source 
of profit. Now, it is up to the left to defend the people. No one else can do so.

A merciless war was launched in Europe. However, fighting for Europe, 
respecting democracy in each country, having solidarity as the rule guiding 
the social movements, we can find common ground for all, for Europeans of 
all colours and for immigrants, young and old, men and women. Europe is 
the battleground: It is about profit or democracy, debt or wages, the few or 
the people.  n
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It is a well-known fact that the German right is divided over its attitude to 
the Euro. In the parliamentary elections of September 2013, a party of so-

called ‘Euro-sceptics’ almost reached the 5 % threshold for entering parlia-
ment. Well-covered by the media, this debate is fuelled by certain neoliberal 
economics professors who are highly popular with several journalists and 
who remain silent about the benefits of the monetary union for German in-
dustry (and for Germany’s national budget due to low interest rates in recent 
years), preferring to talk about the potential burdens on Germany’s budget 
resulting from future ‘bailouts’. The full extent of this division has until now 
been covered up by Angela Merkel’s tactical skill. The Chancellor’s dictum 
‘If the euro fails, then Europe fails’ has a great power to unify the German 
public, not least because it is based on strong economic and political inter-
ests within the German elites.1 Nonetheless, the turmoil within the political 
right has persisted and it will intensify with each further escalation of the 
euro area’s crisis.

What is less well-known is that a euro-exit debate has repeatedly flared up 
also within the German left, although it is often unclear what the discussion 
is actually about: Is it about the dissolution of the monetary union as a 
whole? Or ‘only’ about the withdrawal, for example, of Greece, or about Ger-
many’s exit (as called for by George Soros who though no leftist has de-
ployed arguments that could only be shared by the left and not the right)? 
One thing is certainly clear: The decisive concern of the left Euro-sceptics is 

Euro-Exit to the Left?

Steffen Lehndorff
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not one for ‘Germany’ (that is, for the German economy), but for the fate of 
the countries  hit hardest by the crisis in the Euro area and ultimately for the 
future of Europe itself. Contrary to right-wing anti-euro propaganda, how-
ever, the debate within the left remains largely serious, based as it is on very 
important questions that are very difficult to answer.2

The first striking feature of the left debate over Euro-exit is the extent of 
fundamental agreement in the analysis of the plight of the Euro: All view the 
monetary union as a misconstruction from the very start, based on the false 
doctrine that the market is the best instrument for regulating everything 
and that the state’s main duty is to reduce its expenditure and debts. The left 
economists critical of the left ‘Euro-sceptics’ thus at least do not preclude a 
collapse of the Euro. On the contrary, they consider it quite probable, be-
cause the monetary union built as it is on monetarist and neoliberal dogmas 
would in the long run lead to increasing economic and social inequalities 
among and within member states. Therefore, if the monetary union is to 
survive, the sceptics can only imagine the future of the Euro as a radically 
reformed solidarity union accompanied by a fundamental democratisation 
of EU institutions.  

Within the left debate over Euro exit there is also far-reaching agreement 
in the criticism of the disastrous way the German elites are handling the 
misconstructed Euro area. In this construction national economies were 
meant to compete against each other within a common currency area as if 
they were companies which in the event of economic failure should disap-
pear from the market or be taken over by stronger competitors. And then 
the strongest of these best friends, of all people, forces – and it is the only 
one to do so ! – the average wage in its own country into a downward spiral 
and makes its own economy dependent on exports in an increasingly one-
sided but extremely profitable way and through its almost stagnating do-
mestic market makes it impossible for its competitors to compensate by in-
creasing their exports to Germany. Making profits without investing – if the 
largest economy makes this its business model the project will sooner or lat-
er blow up in the face of all participants. In order to put off this collapse a 
medicine for the acutely ill countries is prescribed, and it is known as the 
‘Fiscal Compact’ and ‘structural reforms’, which makes them even more ill. 
The disastrous course of the Troika diktat, pushed by the German govern-
ment through massive pressure, is bringing about immeasurable damage in 
the current crisis countries. And by reframing social problems  as national 
problems, this diktat is breaking Europe apart, setting countries and people 
against each other.3

The unity within the left exit debate goes even further: While, as any so-
ber assessment shows, it is true that there is much that points to a breakup 
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of the monetary union, critics of the mainstream would be well advised to 
run through various scenarios. Some proponents of such an approach also 
emphasise the enormous risks of Euro dissolution for all parties – not only 
for the German economy which stands to lose the most by Euro collapse, but 
also and mainly for the countries hit hardest by today’s crisis. Precisely be-
cause of these economic risks they advocate an ‘organised’ and ‘controlled’ 
dissolution of the monetary union. However, they do not address how the 
main European players could be moved to such revolutionary economic-
policy rationality, since it has been impossible to force them to correct their 
own policies even within the Euro framework.

Last but not least, there is also an agreement that left Euro-exit scenarios 
have nothing in common with right-wing anti-Euro demagoguery. When 
the right wing speaks against the Euro, it is because it is supposedly bad for 
Germany (which though up to now has been shown to be incredible non-
sense, would in fact become reality as soon as the business model of ‘profit-
ing without investing’ bursts). By contrast, when those on the left initiate a 
debate on Euro-exit or even demand it, it is because they believe it would 
benefit other countries and Europe’s future as a whole (and ultimately, 
through this process, Germany as well!). This is an important distinction 
but one that could quickly become blurred when left politicians jump on this 
bandwagon.

In order to bring more clarity to the left Euro-exit debate it is not only im-
portant to play out economic scenarios; it is also necessary to run through 
political ones. The governments of countries such as Greece, Spain and Por-
tugal have so far been the most willing executioners of the Troika diktat, be-
cause they lack the power to impose these neoliberal impoverishment pro-
grammes on their populations  themselves. But what if they suddenly pull 
the ripcord one day, because they are overwhelmed with their countries’ so-
cial and political problems? What would happen if they looked for an emer-
gency exit from the Euro? The exit would certainly not be to the left. The 
enormous economic and social consequences of massive currency devalua-
tion as well as debt cuts on which – as already stated – critical economists 
largely agree, would then be imposed on the populations of these countries 
just as the consequences of the Troika diktats are now. Only then ‘the mar-
kets’ would be to blame and no longer Merkel. Neoliberal policies, however, 
were carried out before the Euro and they can be continued after an exit 
from the Euro. The Euro is not the cause of this destructive policy, but in its 
current construction is a mechanism serving it.

This scenario shows that the left exit debate is a discussion that lacks ad-
dressees. Which social and political players should it address? Is it to be an-
other good piece of advice from Germany that will show the way – this time 
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a left way – to the stricken southern Europeans? Perhaps in combination 
with the implicit message: Sorry that we, the German left, are too weak to 
force our government to change course, so therefore save yourself, if you 
can! Whether such declarations of surrender would be seen as helpful by the 
addressees in southern Europe, is anyone’s guess. At any rate, most of them 
have so far been on a different course. What is first and foremost at stake in 
these countries is stopping the disastrous course of austerity and destruc-
tion of social systems imposed by the Troika and their own (!) governments. 

And then, in order to have more air to breathe, they urgently need a new 
orientation for the economic, social and ecological development of each of 
their national economies, that is, reforms worthy of the name. Up to now, 
these have been as hard to imagine (let alone to enforce) without the Euro as 
they have been with it. At any rate, this is the challenge for the left in the so-
called ‘crisis countries’ today. They – and not the left in Germany – must 
eventually decide whether overcoming the neoliberal domination of their 
countries’ economic orientations requires an exit from the Euro or not. In 
order to decide this, they must first arrive at a point where they face this 
question on the practical level!

To continue the scenario: Let us assume that new left coalitions succeed in 
one of the ‘crisis countries’ and could set government policy – what would 
they be doing first? Exiting from the Euro? Most probably not. As they 
would be aware of the German elites’ strong interest in a continuation of the 
monetary union, they would repudiate the diktats of the Troika and also de-
mand renegotiations – as Greece’s SYRIZA has already announced they 
would do in the event of a future electoral victory. 

The big question remains whether one of these countries would stand a 
chance of success in such a confrontation. The answer to this question is 
likely to emerge only in the actual conflict. If a progressive government in a 
crisis-ridden country saw such an opportunity and attempted to use it with 
the support of its population, the Merkels , Rehns and Draghis would then 
be facing a difficult decision. Through a renegotiation of the credit terms, it 
would be up to them to prevent this country’s exit from the Euro with the 
possible consequences of a breakup of the monetary union (as a result of the 
attendant chain reaction). The German left would then have the responsibil-
ity of calling for solidarity with the particular country, to make possible the 
latter’s economic and social recovery within the monetary union. 

Clearly, of course, progressive governments of countries affected by the 
crisis along with their European allies standing in solidarity with them 
could emerge defeated in such a confrontation. However, if the monetary 
union then broke apart, responsibility for it would be laid at the doorstep of 
today’s ruling elites in the EU. If the German left were right now to demand 
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the dissolution of the Euro before engaging in such a confrontation, it would 
be resignedly putting on the shoes of the ruling classes. 

If the Euro fails due to the neoliberal dogmatism of the EU Commission 
and the Federal German government, it is only then that would left propos-
als for damage control whould be needed. Until then, all attention should be 
focused on remedying the damage. This a question of the reorientation of 
policy at an EU level as well as in Germany, which involves the Fiscal Com-
pact and debt brake, the tax reforms in Germany and the most urgent re-
forms of the German labour market, in order to stop the redistribution from 
bottom to top, thus combating the root of the evil that has become a problem 
for the entire Euro area. Germany needs these reforms in any case, with or 
without the Euro.

Success in these areas would represent the most effective form of solidar-
ity from Germany with the people of Southern Europe. In addition, it would 
improve the preconditions for the renunciation of neoliberalism in Europe 
with the help of a reformed monetary union and with the help of reformed 
European institutions. This may sound completely unrealistic. But if this 
fails, the same Herculean task must be tackled but under conditions of a new 
disintegration of Europe. This will not make it any easier. Flexible exchange 
rates alone will not make it possible to overcome neoliberalism.  n

translated	by	Nima	Obaro
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After the latest drama in Lampedusa, where more than 350 immigrants, 
mostly Eritreans, perished 600 metres from the Italian coast, the immi-

gration policies of the European Union and its member states are more than 
ever under scrutiny. An evil wind is blowing on the European continent. 
Identities are glorified – whether national or European – and those that do 
not correspond to these presumed identities become scapegoats.

Imigration in Europe: a long history

The European continent is composed of a great diversity of peoples. Euro-
pean history is made of population movements, often brutal, of invasions 
that have left political and cultural traces. This is not a handicap. Quite the 
contrary. European people have known how to overcome conflicts by en-
dorsing democracy, human rights and the rule of law, universal values that 
are the very foundation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 
1948. For several centuries, a number of European countries were countries 
of emigration. Beginning in the 15th century, Europeans sought to dominate 
the world and colonised large parts of it with the cultural, economic, social 
and environmental consequences that we all know. Only in the 19th century 
foreigners, perceived as non-nationals appeared on the scene. Until then, a 
foreigner was someone who came from elsewhere: from the other side of the 
mountain or any other natural barrier.

The Left and Immigration

A	Major	Challenge	for	a	Different	Vision		
of	the	European	Union

Marie-Christine Vergiat 
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Originelly, the three great countries of immigration at the core of the EU 
were, first of all, the United Kingdom, Germany and France. This was no ac-
cident. France was the first to invert the curve at the end of the 19th century 
(around 1880), starting with the intra-European population movements that 
brought, at first, many Italians, then Spaniards, Portuguese and Poles. Re-
sistance to these European immigrants was no less than today’s resistance. 
To give just one example, in August 1893 at Aigues Mortes in the South of 
France, several dozen Italians were literally lynched by the local population, 
without any criminal indictments ever being served.

Racism and xenophobia were already well-entrenched. In France, Span-
iards were called ‘Penguins’; Italians were ‘Ritals’, then there were ‘Portos’ 
and ‘Polaks’. Reminiscent of the things we hear today about other popula-
tions, women in those days who dressed in black, covered their heads and 
‘holed up’ in church were singled out for derision. Until the 1960s, people 
like this lived mostly in slums. In short, they were no more ‘integratable’ 
back then than Africans are today, regardless of whether they come from 
North or sub-Saharan Africa. 

When labour was needed to rebuild Europe after World War I and World 
War II, and then for the Thirty Glorious Years thereafter, the call went out 
to immigrants from other continents and notably from the colonies. This 
movement continued even after the independence of the colonies.

But, starting in the mid-1970s, at the first signs of ‘crisis’, countries in 
Western Europe began to look at things differently. There again, the exam-
ple of France is quite significant because, suddenly, the door to immigrant 
labour slammed shut in favour of what was called family immigration, only 
to allow workers already present in the country to bring in their families. 
Those who were already there, were, de facto encouraged to remain and to 
integrate, regardless of what politicians said at the time. This worked and it 
still works, witness, among other things, the number of mixed marriages. 
Many immigrant family members acquired the nationality of the country in 
which they lived. The stupidity of speaking of second or even third genera-
tion immigrants only serves to stimatise the populations concerned, par-
ticularly when it ‘curiously’ only applies to certain immigrants, notably 
those who are not intra-European. It would be better to see things as they 
are and stop feeding fantasies.

The reality of migratory movements within the EU today

In a world with 7 billion people, the number of those who migrate on a 
global scale is 220 million or 3 %.

The number of migrants has tripled since the mid-1970s but global statis-
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tics are debatable, notably because a number of countries are either unable 
or unwilling to provide figures.

Technological progress and economic globalisation have multiplied the 
means of transport, facilitated communications, shown how people live in 
rich countries, augmented capital movements and the transfer of funds1 and 
enlarged the transnational economic and cultural network. No wonder a 
growing number of men and women are tempted to move elsewhere. Since 
1980, world trade has grown from 10 to 30 %. Why should freedom of circu-
lation apply to goods and capital but not to human beings?

Only a minority of men and women have true freedom of movement, 
while two thirds of world’s population are not free to move at all. Migration 
is primarily reserved for those who have the means or who can find the 
means often at the price of great sacrifice. Those who come North also are 
those men and, increasingly, women who have the intellectual capacity to 
envision life elsewhere. The ones who leave first are those with the best edu-
cation. The majority, however, emigrate with broken hearts, out of necessity 
and not by choice.

Contrary to certain received wisdom, South/North migratory movements 
(62 million people) are almost equal to South/South (61 million people) 
movements, but the conditions for movement in the South are more and 
more horrific.

Today, 20.2 million foreign nationals from non-EU countries live within 
the EU, which has a total population of about 500 million people. Non-EU 
migrants, therefore, represent more or less 4 % of the European population. 
This is slightly more than the world average but still a very long way from 
the hordes of immigrants that are supposedly invading the territory – ridic-
ulous, clearly, when compared with the 13.5 % of foreigners who reside in 
the United States or the 21.3 % who live in Canada.

Now to be absolutely fair, it is necessary, of course, to add from 2.5 to 4 
million so-called illegal immigrants to the number of non-EU foreign na-
tionals within the European Union. But where does the fault lie, when it is a 
fact that the very great majority have arrived legally but have been placed in 
jeopardy when their work permits have not been renewed? How can we not 
denounce the fact that these so-called illegal immigrants constitute a malle-
able and blackmailable labour force that can be shaped and exploited at the 
will of employers in sectors where labour is otherwise in short supply?

Moreover, more than 77 % of the immigrant population is concentrated in 
five member states. Germany is at the head of the list with 7.1 million im-
migrants on 1 January 2010, followed by Spain with 5.7, the UK 4.4, Italy 4.2 
and France 3.8. It should be noted that these figures do not precisely reflect 
the demographic weight of these countries in the European Union. But they 
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do explain how immigration policies within the EU usually are constructed, 
with a huge amount of disinterest on the part of most Member States and the 
obsessive interest of a few others.

European Union immigration policies:  
the construction of Fortress Europe

In the beginning, European institutions functioned, for the most part, to 
deter xenophobic tendencies and potential assaults on freedom. But we have 
witnessed a radical change. 

Borders slammed shut as Member States, at least those with the power to 
influence decisions, became obsessed with the need to control the EU’s ex-
ternal borders. This control has been increasingly transferred to neighbour-
ing countries (especially Turkey, Tunisia and Morocco) while requirements 
for permission to enter the EU, especially into the Schengen area, as well as 
requirements for the delivery of visas have become increasingly draconian.

Worse, EU aid to countries in the South has become more and more con-
tingent on the readmission of so-called ‘clandestine’ immigrants expelled 
from the EU to their country of departure, regardless of whether they were 
born in these countries or were merely passing through.

Fortress Europe is closing in on itself, flouting its international obliga-
tions, notably in terms of the right to asylum and open sea rescue: More than 
20,000 have died in the Mediterranean in the course of the last 20 years in 
the face of almost total indifference. A legal security arsenal is being de-
ployed with names like FRONTEX, EURODAC, EUROSUR plus the Dublin 
mechanism that allows Member States to deport so-called ‘rregular’ immi-
grants back to the country of entry into the EU. This shifts the need to pro-
vide ‘hospitality’ onto a few countries, essentially Greece, Spain, Italy, Malta 
and Cyprus, without the slightest manifestation of solidarity even though 
these countries themselves are trying to cope with severe social and eco-
nomic challenges of their own. A ‘Directive of Shame’ or ‘Return Directive’ 
(Directive 2008/115/EC) has allowed the most security-minded Member 
States to use detention as the only ‘operational’ way to deal with the issue of 
irregular immigrants, as the United Nations’ Commission on Human 
Rights recently has denounced.2

In parallel, a more and more utilitarian concept of immigration is being 
implemented with increasing categorisation of immigrants, especially with 
regard to their right to work, as a function of the short-term economic needs 
of the EU. 

A Single Permit makes an immigrant’s right to work conditional upon his 
or her right to be in the country. A temporary worker’s statute, highly pre-
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carious, is in the course of being adopted, while a Directive on intragroup 
mobility (to use EU jargon) favours the mobility of highly qualified salaried 
workers employed by large companies. It is hardly necessary to point out, 
therefore, which of these directives is most applicable to workers from the 
South.

The European Parliament’s role in this evolution has been complex. It has 
warned several times against the abuses of Member States. Thanks to the 
Treaty of Lisbon, the Parliament has addditional room to influence Europe-
an policies in this area, since it now has the power to legislate, along with the 
Council, on all questions of security and freedom. At the same time, the 
EU’s Charter of Fundamental Rights has become an integral part of the Un-
ion’s Treaties and enshrines respect for fundamental rights.

Unfortunately, however, pressure from governments, in the name of real-
ity or ostensible political realism, has led to a certain amount of renuncia-
tion. This is what happened at the time of the Parliament’s vote on the ‘Di-
rective of Shame’ which ‘normalised’, at European level, legislation on 
clandestine immigration. One of this text’s worst provisions concerns the 
length of detention. So-called clandestine immigrants who have only in-
fringed on an administrative regulation and therefore have committed no 
crime are systematically deprived of their freedom and are, in certain Mem-
ber States, interned in conditions worse than incarceration. Allegedly be-
cause certain Member States’ legislation did not specify limits3, this Direc-
tive sets the duration of detention at a maximum of 18 months, three times 
the average length of detention in the most repressive countries. As predict-
ed by concerned NGOs, this provision of the EU directive has led several 
Member States to toughen their national legislation.

This example unfortunately is not an isolated case.4 Moreover negotia-
tions between the European Parliament and the Council are more and more 
difficult. It has taken five years of discussion to arrive at an agreement on a 
Common European Asylum System (CEAS), now largely softened, contain-
ing numerous risks5 for asylum seekers, notably in terms of detention.6

The latest drama off Lampedusa once more reveals the ordeal of these 
women, men and even children, who cross the Mediterranean at any cost. 
The European Parliament has voted a resolution7 to remind Member States 
once again of their obligations, notably in terms of international sea-rescue, 
non-refusal of asylum seekers, welcome of refugees, as well as the need to 
enlarge the ‘pathways to legal immigration’.

But, beyond some nice declarations, nothing seems to be moving at 
Member State level. Quite the contrary, as shown by the Council of Interior 
Ministers meeting that took place several days after the Lampedusa drama 
and that ended with a reaffirmation of subsidiarity instead of any real solu-
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tion. The Ministers were even ready to refuse the Draft Regulation pro-
posed by the Commission for consideration by Parliament on rescue at sea8 
– a final blow!

Toward different European immigration policies

At a time when the far right is making inroads, when, in several countries 
the parties of the traditional right are more or less openly flirting with avow-
edly xenophobic parties, the Party of the European Left should more than 
ever insist on its values and take up the challenge.

Lampedusa has become the symbol of the failure of Fortress Europe. The 
policy that consists of closing off the borders is inefficient, costly and em-
barrassing. It just forces migrants to take more and more risks.

Isolationism leads to nothing. It is even contrary to the interests of the 
great majority of EU countries that are confronted with growing demo-
graphic problems and of more and more employment sectors that suffer 
from shortages of labour. 

So, yes, solidarity is necessary, first of all, among Member States, but also 
vis-à-vis the non-EU countries where these people come from or through 
which they pass.

This means a fundamental review of immigration policies, starting with 
the Dublin mechanism,9 as well as a revision of the ‘Return Directive’, which 
is at any rate on the agenda. It also means implementing solidarity agree-
ments among Member States that are not solely financial. It means an end 
to making EU neighbouring countries into policemen and especially the re-
fusal of any readmission agreement with countries that do not respect the 
rights of migrants, Morocco included.

It means obliging Member States to fulfil their international obligations, 
notably in terms of rescue at sea and the right of asylum, as well as cam-
paigning to see that they finally sign the UN Convention on Migrant Work-
ers. So far, not one EU Member State has signed it.

It means reaching out to those men, women and children fleeing from 
poverty, conflict or climate change against which the richest countries have 
shown themselves to be incapable of proposing the slightest effective meas-
ure, even though they are mainly responsible for the situation and possess 
the means to take action.

It means adopting policies that respect human rights within the EU, as 
well as beyond its borders, and daring to say that all those who work here 
should be regularised, that children enrolled in school should not be deport-
ed and separated from their families, as the French government has just 
done with the young Khatchik and Leonarda.
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Even before defending the free movement of persons, we should first de-
mand respect for the right to education, health, work and the right to live as 
a family. Demanding respect for the rights of migrants in these areas is to 
fight for all those who live in our countries in conditions contrary to the 
most basic human rights.

The issue of migrants and of relations with the countries from which they 
emigrate is at the heart of the different Europe that we want to construct.  n

translated	by	Deborah	Davis-Larrabee

Notes
1 Immigrant remittances to developing countries are three times higher than aid to these 

countries.
2 Special Rapporteur’s Report on the human rights of migrants. François Crépeau. A/

HRC/23/46. 24 April 2013.
3 For a variety of reasons, certain Member States, notably the Scandinavian countries, 

have preferred to avoid legislating in this area in order to respect the independence of 
magistrates.

4 Witness the European Parliament’s validation of all readmission agreements between 
the EU and third countries submitted to it in exchange for hypothetical visa liberalisa-
tions for the nationals of these countries.

5 See the recent legislation adopted in Hungary
6 On this subject, see an excellent analysis by CIMADE: : http://www.lacimade.org/

nouvelles/4472-L-asile-europ-en-en-sous-r-gime-commun-
7 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-

2013-0448+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
8 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2013:0197:FIN:EN:PDF
9 Last June’s revision of this Directive is a stop gap. It does not fundamentally change 

anything, once again because of Member States’ opposition – see CIMADE note 6.
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On a number of occasions you have said that the implementation of struc-
tural reforms, particularly those leading to lower wages, austerity measures 
and the flexibilisation of the labour market on the continent as a whole, were 
having disastrous effects on the European social model. What are the discus-
sions inside the ETUC in terms of reacting to austerity? What does the ETUC 
intend to do in the coming period?

First, regarding austerity, the structural reforms have caused a dramatic 
increase in the level of unemployment, reduced public expenditure and thus 
attacked social protection as well as weakened, or even in practice eliminat-
ed, the power of collective bargaining and social dialogue. This is why we 
say that these austerity measures have had a devastating effect. The ETUC 
does think it’s necessary to return to balanced national budgets and bring 
public deficits down to size. However, these accounts must be set right over 
a much longer period. 

The problem with these austerity measures is their radical character that 
has triggered this unemployment and flexibilisation of labour. For us, act-
ing against austerity means trying to use all the means available to trade 
unions to show that austerity does not work, that we cannot now be certain 
that Ireland, Portugal and Greece will not ask for fresh financial assistance. 
There are some elements of recovery but nothing to make us expect that 
unemployment will drop or that we will have decent employment. We 

‘Sailing Against the Tide’

Interview with Bernadette Ségol (Secretary General of ETUC)



‘Sa
ilin

g
 A

g
a

in
st th

e Tid
e’

	 105

therefore have to make it clear that the policies implemented up to now are 
not working. 

This means we are using all the means available to the ETUC: visibility, 
taking part in platforms that are open to us and, if need be, mobilisation. 
These are the only channels open to trade unions. In the coming period be-
fore the European elections the ETUC will publish a manifesto with precise 
demands, calling in particular for a plan of investment for decent jobs that 
can renew growth. We are trying to create the greatest possible national and 
Europe-wide visibility for our manifesto. For this we will need our mem-
bers, along with other alliances, to give this plan the greatest visibility and 
to encourage workers to vote. Abstention could be dangerous and those who 
are not on our side will, certainly be mobilised. People should vote and ques-
tion the candidates about their proposals for exiting the crisis. We will see 
what happens after the elections. I am fearful of how the elections might 
turn out, but things are still open. We must not start feeling beaten now. I 
think that developments in the European Parliament will determine what 
the ETUC does next. For now, Angela Merkel is in power in Germany for 
another four years. We will see what she does with her new term of office, 
though she has already indicated what her line will be. So I don’t expect any 
radical change in German policies. We find ourselves up against a situation 
in which the governments as a whole – the Council – will not support our 
orientations. This does not at all mean that we are wrong but just that we 
must be aware that we are sailing against the tide. We must have the strength 
to do so.

In some member states right-wing nationalist and populist movements have 
grown in strength. Would you say that the approach based on austerity di-
vides the populations rather than contributing to European unity?

What is dividing the peoples is the point of view that the EU must operate 
like a market, without trying to protect people or respect the rules of fair 
competition. What is at stake is more than austerity: It is the idea that there 
is a big economic steamroller which could crush people. The populist an-
swer is easy. It appeals exclusively to reactions I would call primitive. How-
ever, the policies that have been developed have indeed made people fear the 
European project instead of thinking it could help them. We are up against 
extreme-right populist movements that have developed to a quite dangerous 
point. There are serious grounds for anxiety when we see what is happening 
in Greece. On the other hand, Golden Dawn lost members when they saw 
what the group was really capable of. I think that there are some people in 
these movements, who have simply been misled. It is clear that we in the 
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ETUC are totally opposed to extreme-right movements that contradict the 
ideals defended by the trade union movement. The ETUC’s position is as fol-
lows: The European project is not in itself bad. In view of the geopolitical 
balance, it is preferable for us to work together. However, the project can 
only work if it has a social dimension. This is our fundamental message. We 
do not wish to return to old borders – but there must be a solid social dimen-
sion if the EU is to survive. That is what has to be done to avoid dividing the 
populations.

In a context in which the crisis is continuing and even intensifying in a 
number of member states, what are the main alternatives being put forward 
by the trade unions to the present European policies? What European policy 
agenda should be prioritised?

Our first alternative is that the austerity measures must be stopped and 
growth revived. It must, however, be sustainable growth aimed at creating 
decent jobs. This is fundamental. We want to show that it is possible, that a 
European investment plan is not unfeasible. At the ETUC we are now draw-
ing up an investment plan for economic recovery and jobs. A number of our 
members have already worked on it. The Germans of the DGB have put for-
ward a plan for discussion (editors note: ‘A Marshall Plan for Europe’); pro-
posals have also come from the Italians, the Scandinavians and others. In 
short, we are making a likely successful attempt at establishing a European 
proposal that will show that by pooling our relatively modest resources, we 
can, in the end, produce a serious plan for growth. 

Our basis is to say that there are enormous amounts of money piled up in 
different accounts that need to be invested. This is what we want to deploy. 
Technically, this means we must have a fund that can produce stocks and 
bonds to finance projects. This is certainly a bit technical, but it is perfectly 
feasible. At present it’s not for technical but for political reasons that it is un-
feasible. We could do more to mobilise existing funds for growth and jobs, 
and we want to show that this is quite possible. What is needed is a clear ex-
planation aimed at workers and a technical explanation to show that it is in-
deed within reach. We are also committed to fight the undermining of the 
European social model. Social security, public services and collective bar-
gaining are the pillars of social cohesion and also of competitiveness. Ger-
many is managing quite well with this model. So are the Scandinavian 
countries, not to mention Austria, with only 4 % unemployment, where the 
level of dialogue and collective bargaining is one of the highest in Europe.

The European political agenda is quite clear about its priorities. We can-
not fashion an EU that is supported by people – which is after all essential 
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in a democracy – if we see the social dimensions as secondary. At present, 
when I meet European leaders they assure me that the social dimension is 
indeed important but their view of what it means is limited to employment. 
I can follow them that far, but the result of their policies in terms of employ-
ment is hardly brilliant. Moreover, what sort of employment are we talking 
about? For the ETUC, going towards mini-jobs and other precarious forms 
is out of the question. The priority of the European political agenda should 
be the fight against social dumping, which implies reconsidering the condi-
tions of posting workers. We have a social protocol that affirms that funda-
mental social rights have priority over economic freedoms. This would be 
the social dimension for which we hope. Efforts have been made to ensure 
that public contracts observe collective agreements and that at national lev-
el there are no anti-union policies. 

I’m not here speaking about France or Belgium but in some of the new 
member states actively anti-union policies are being carried out. Some 
firms do everything they can to avoid having unions. There are govern-
ments that say they want social dialogue but for them this is limited to the 
presence of unions at a meeting. Trade unionism must be given its demo-
cratic place. It is an element of democracy and this must be recognised in 
all the countries. As far as I’m concerned the priority of a European social 
agenda must be to restore some social balance, to stop making the EU a 
market place pitting people against each other, which pulls everything 
down to the lowest level.

What do you expect from political forces? Do you think you can find some 
points on which they might support you in shifting the balance of power at the 
European level? 

The political forces in Europe are not in our favour. On the whole, if you 
consider the composition of the European Council of Ministers, the political 
atmosphere does not support the ETUC’s point of view. While it’s true that 
there has been a change in France and that the new government’s orientation 
is better, this is not enough. France is not Europe. It is a major country, but 
no more than that. I ask of the political organisations that are not on our 
side that they have ears and minds sufficiently open to understand what is 
happening. This was the gist of my speech to the Council last June. 

Those who are politicians must still pay attention to what is being said in 
the opposing camp. And I ask of the left political forces that they help us 
more actively. Some alliances and commonly organised opposition are pos-
sible. The German elections are now over – we will now have to see how the 
other political organisations will get going again. However, the general ori-
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entation is far from favourable to what we want. In Germany, we hope for 
the establishment of a minimum wage by agreement with our members in 
the DGB. In Germany we are for a guaranteed minimum wage along with 
our members in the DGB, but Mrs Merkel continues to be opposed to it. We 
support it as a way of limiting wage dumping and stopping scandalously low 
wages. The European Commission recently published its report on strength-
ening the social dimension in the Economic and Monetary Union. We wel-
comed the introduction of key social indicators in the half-yearly European 
assessment but deplore that these indicators for changing the rules of eco-
nomic governance have no binding character. The benchmark indicators 
proposed do not lead to sanction mechanisms similar to those that exist in 
the procedures regarding excessive macroeconomic imbalances.

It is a first step in the right direction but we think Mr Barroso should have 
assumed the responsibility of proposing something more substantial. Had 
he done so, he would certainly have risked being told off by the Council, but 
at least he would have tried. A President of the European Commission 
should be capable of taking a risk like this.

Even if austerity plans are being implemented in all the European countries, 
they come in a variety of forms and different degrees of intensity. This contrib-
utes to intensifying the existing cleavages in terms of economic and social de-
velopment. Don’t these internal differences make the development of alterna-
tives based on pan-European solidarity extremely complex? 

The austerity plans are different because the economic problems are dif-
ferent. It cannot be denied that the financial bubble in Ireland and the real-
estate bubble in Spain have triggered a sovereign debt crisis much greater 
than in Denmark, Germany or Finland. The state of public accounts cannot 
be ignored. Thus the fact that austerity measures are different is not surpris-
ing. I think that what is complicated in European solidarity is financial sol-
idarity – it has to be understood. It is hard to explain to workers from the 
North that they must look beyond the next five or ten years and that moder-
ate economic solidarity would be a positive benefit for their children and 
grandchildren. It is hard to get this across and it must not be treated lightly, 
The ETUC has come out in favour of financial solidarity in the form of Eu-
ropean bonds, of project bonds that would be debentures invested primarily 
in countries that need them most. The necessity of European economic sol-
idarity is hard to explain at the national level, but we must do it – it is part 
of the notion of solidarity we are defending. Being able to advocate a certain 
dose of economic solidarity to ensure the EU’s survival is a sign of the 
ETUC’s maturity. The growing differences between the countries make this 
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even more urgent – the Greeks do not see how they are going to get out of 
this dilemma. People are quite capable of understanding the need of over-
hauling the tax system. 

Greek trade unionists freely admit the problem. However we must at the 
same time give people grounds to hope that these efforts will not be in vain 
and that they will contribute to getting out of this dead end. However, for 
the moment hope is not something they can see. Young people are leaving, 
wages are falling, retirement pensions are being reduced . . . When people 
cannot see any solution they do not accept the sort of measures that are be-
ing taken at the moment. We are in favour of clearly understood European 
solidarity in which it can be demonstrated that it will benefit us all eventu-
ally.

The Alter-Summit process enabled trade union organisations, social move-
ments, citizens, feminists and ecologists to work together on a project that 
aimed at the refoundation of Europe. What do you expect from this platform, 
composed of organisations with a diversity of political cultures? Do you think 
that the Alter-Summit could be useful in strengthening the feeling of European 
solidarity between the trade unions and other movements? What would be the 
next stages in the development of common actions between the trade unions 
and the social movements?

The ETUC has always been open to the social movements that shared our 
social and political orientation. So it is not surprising that we followed the 
Alter-Summit, which embodied an attempt to bring together movements 
that want another Europe. I am always very cautious when I speak of anoth-
er Europe because while we all want another Europe the problem remains of 
how to achieve it. However, I think that it is in the trade union movement’s 
interest not only to support theses movements but also to work with them. 
We have done so and will continue to do so. The ETUC has a specific trade-
union function – negotiation – due to its role in social partnership. This dif-
ferentiates us from more general social movements. We want to keep this 
specificity, but at the same time, on the issues of austerity and of the need to 
change the European political line, if we have allies it is obvious that we are 
going to seize the opportunity to work with them. It is possible that we may 
have differences of strategic approach, but up to now the Alter-Summit’s 
general directions have also been our own. 

Negotiations on the Transatlantic Free Trade Agreement began in July 2013. 
What is the ETUC’s position on the appropriateness of this Agreement? Are 
you for taking part in a broad front to reject it?
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Fundamentally the ETUC is not opposed to commercial treaties. We are 
not, on principle, opposed to negotiations. What we resolutely do say is that 
these negotiations and treaties must not worsen or attack the workers’ work-
ing conditions and security. It is from this point of view that we are watch-
ing the future Transatlantic Free Trade Agreement. A requirement for an 
agreement with the USA would be that it represents a high standard, with 
improved norms for international trade. This will be very difficult. Howev-
er, from that to participating in a front opposing it before the end of the ne-
gotiations – no. We are not for operating on that terrain; we are not a pro-
tectionist organisation. We do not think that foreign trade is bad in itself but 
that there are conditions to be met, in particular regarding the protection 
and welfare of the workers. If it turns out that in the USA-EU negotiations 
these conditions are not met then we will draw our conclusions when the 
time comes.  n

Interview	conducted	by	Maxime	Benatouil
translated	by	Jimmy	Jancovich
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In recent years, the Indignados and Occupy movements attracted previ-
ously unengaged, unorganised and de-politicised sections of the popula-

tion and garnered significant attention in the media. ‘The movements’, as 
they are referred to by traditional trade unions, political parties and civil so-
ciety organisations, have been recognised for the key role they play in facili-
tating resistance to the Troika and the EU crisis regime. 

With a view to facilitate the convergence of forces, I will outline what 
characterises these movements and identify the lessons we can draw from 
their most successful initiatives. 

Understanding ‘the movements’1

For traditional political actors, it is hard to understand the movements’ re-
jection of current modes of representation as illegitimate. The inexistence of 
recognisable leaders within the movements makes it especially difficult to 
follow traditional models of alliance building, based on negotiating com-
mon political statements. Scholars like Manuel Castells1 point out that the 
essence and logic of the new movements is a consequence of the new forms 
of communication technology. Visualising them as horizontal nets in con-
trast to a vertical pyramid can help us to understand the differences. The net 
has nodes, some more influential than others; however, no node can by itself 
influence all of the net. As Jeremy Rifkin explains, the strength of this net 

The Vital Importance of  
Action and  Lateral Power  
in Transforming  Europe

Sol Trumbo Vila
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lies in the use of lateral power, organised nodally across society in contrapo-
sition to traditional, hierarchical organisations.2 Wikipedia and social me-
dia are good examples of what lateral power can accomplish.

We cannot understand the European movements that have emerged in re-
cent years without taking into consideration the Arab Spring. Tunisians re-
minded the world that social change from below is possible; this message 
spread everywhere and still resonates. The lesson from Egypt was about the 
appropriation of public space – paradigmatically the square – to be used as 
headquarters of the resistance. The Indignados camps in Spain further de-
veloped this tactic, striving to create in the squares micro-utopias of a new 
society,3 which included the creation of an open political space where all 
previous ideologies were explicitly rejected. Replicated by the Greek square 
movement, it later served as inspiration to the Occupy Wall Street move-
ment. The creativity unleashed by the people gathered in the core of the fi-
nancial empire created a new language that would inspire millions if not bil-
lions with irresistible force: ‘We are the 99  %’ or ‘Occupy’ (from Love4 to 
Troika5 to Gezi Park) have by now entered into history books. All this hap-
pened in the frenetic year 2011. 

After the spectacular occupations and massive mobilisations, by the end 
of 2012 the corporate media announced that the movements were dead. This 
picture – which obviously benefits the status quo – does not show that the 
nodes and the net they form only seem invisible compared with traditional 
institutions and confederations. Nevertheless, expressions of the new reality 
spread continued to – in Turkey, Brazil or Bulgaria. 

Action unites and expands the movements

‘What made Occupy different from so many social movements of the past 
several decades was that it started out with a radical act, it started out by do-
ing something – occupying territory – [ …] and refused to settle solely for 
marches and statements.’6 This reflection by an activist from Occupy Oak-
land explains the spirit of the new movements very well. 

The capacity for mobilisation of the new movements is not only based on 
the accuracy of a specific political analysis, but on how this analysis is put into 
practice. There are two reasons that a call for action is the most successful way 
to create alliances. First, calls for action break social movements’ silos; in the 
event that an organisation does not support an action, its members still can. 
This is not possible with a manifesto, which usually is built on official sign-
ons. Secondly, through coordinating the action the movements learn to work 
with each other, strengthening their capabilities and building mutual trust. 
Actions often create new networks, which then become a new node in the net. 
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The success of a call for action is determined by its flexibility, that is, the 
extent to which it can be shaped by the net. The power of the movements re-
lies on their capacity to adapt the proposal to their local context, at the same 
time enriching the proposal with the nuances of their own reality. In Spain, 
the Platform of People Affected by Mortgages7 combines specific nationwide 
political demands with direct action at the local level – stopping evictions 
and pressuring politicians in their own homes. Following a call for action 
that was discussed and shaped in open online and physical assemblies, 
50,000 people surrounded and blocked the Spanish Parliament on 25 Sep-
tember 2012, evidencing in practice their rejection of the undemocratic re-
gime imposing austerity. This action resulted in a network called 25S8 that 
is now a recognisable hub in the Spanish context. The Blockupy Frankfurt 
coalition,9 which includes German grassroots movements, trade unions, civ-
il society organisations and political parties, was born in a call to block the 
European Central Bank as a denunciation of its role in the EU crisis regime. 
In 2014 the coalition will act for the third time.

Imaginative and inspiring forms of action attract de-politicised sectors of 
the population. Irony and humour have proved to be great weapons in the 
fight against fear and apathy. Emma Aviles from the PACD (Platform for a 
Citizens Debt Audit) explains that the 15mpaRato10 campaign ‘Put your fa-
vourite banker in jail’ in less than 24 hours the required 16,000 Euros in le-
gal fees to sue Rodrigo Rato – former chairman of Bankia Bank, ex-president 
of the IMF and former Minister of Economy in Spain. Fifty shareholders 
volunteered as plaintiffs, and dozens volunteered as internal witnesses.

Tensions within the movements

When the squares were filled by thousands of people, anything seemed 
possible. When the initial euphoria passed, organisational capacities be-
came scarce, but important strategic decisions had to be made. At that point, 
the nodes had to ask themselves: Shall we use our resources to mobilise and 
protest the privatisation of public services, or shall we create our own ser-
vices? Shall we coordinate a national or pan-European political response, or 
shall we concentrate on reversing the effects of austerity in our neighbour-
hood? These questions do not have simple answers. The problem lies in 
achieving a balance between reacting to a local problem in the short term 
and building long-term solutions, the impacts of which are limited in the 
short term. 

Many movements consider the state and the capitalist market to be two 
sides of the same coin and are seeking a different path. They are focusing on 
the creation of alternative economies based on solidarity, horizontality and 
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defence of the commons. This type of initiative has flourished all over Eu-
rope since the crisis, particularly in Greece. Theodoris Karyotis is an activist 
involved in three initiatives: the self-managed factory Vio.Me11, the Initia-
tive 13612 to bid for Thessaloniki’s water company privatised by the Troika 
and the campaign to stop a mining project by the multinational Eldorado. 
He defines them as ‘instruments that are autonomous from existing struc-
tures of power, that work outside of the spaces of representational democ-
racy co-opted by the traditional holders of power’.

In Spain self-organised public servants have been the most important ac-
tors in the defence of public services. The citizens tides (mareas ciudadan-
as)13 assumed roles traditionally played by the trade unions. In Portugal, 
self-organised precarious workers – ‘precarios inflexiveis’14 – are making 
great progress organising sectors of the working class which do not believe 
in traditional forms of unionism to defend their common interests.

These experiences provide examples of new kinds of political organisa-
tion. Nevertheless, many of these nodes are facing criminal prosecution – 
from fines to police violence – and increasing levels of poverty and exclusion 
due to the austerity policies. The decentralised character of the movements 
can lead to fragmentation when effective and legitimate communication 
structures are not in place. The use of new communication technologies is a 
strategic tool of the new movements – the European Trade Union Confed-
eration has 3,700 Twitter followers, while Democracia Real Ya, for example, 
has 226,000. For many movements the only physical resource is a website or 
a Twitter account. But the control of these resources has brought with it new 
power structures. In some cases, unresolved tensions in the management of 
these resources has led to divisions within the movements. 

One size does not fit all

Any attempt to organise a pan-European social movement has to take into 
consideration the tensions and the lessons outlined above. It has become 
clear that calls for action are currently the best way to aggregate different 
political forces and mobilise previously unorganised parts of the population. 
The calls for action must be open, transparent and flexible so that they can 
be adapted to each context. 

As a final reflection, I would call for the recognition of the different reali-
ties and different levels of struggle in different contexts. In Greece any inter-
est in European alliances will depend on their capacity to strengthen Greek 
solidarity initiatives. The level of police/state repression and the rise of the 
extreme right are specific and uniquely dangerous characteristics of the 
Greek context.
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Many new nodes remain in the other PIGS countries, which can be acti-
vated if a sufficiently appealing call for action is presented – such as the Peo-
ples United Against the Troika mobilisation on 1 June 2013 sponsored by the 
Portuguese organisers. However, in the construction of a pan-European 
movement we cannot only rely on the strength of the Southern European 
movements. In Eastern Europe the most successful mass mobilisations have 
been around the protection of the commons – as, for example, the protests 
against fracking or GMOs. Campaigns against the EU or neoliberalism have 
little popular support there for two reasons: These countries still receive vast 
amount of European funds, and discourses that employ socialist or anti-
capitalist rhetoric are strongly felt as nostalgia for a widely discredited Sovi-
et-type society. 

To conclude I would point out the strategic importance of the main West-
ern European political and economic capitals as hubs of a pan-European 
movement. Occupy London15 (with its role in the G8 mobilisation), the Eu-
ropean Spring16 in Brussels (targeting EU institutions) and Blockupy Frank-
furt have demonstrated their capacity to escalate local protest to the Euro-
pean level.  n
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The context and the victories

Neoliberalism has used the crisis to destroy social rights and privatise the 
commons – public goods and public services. In other words, austerity 

policy is an instrument of neoliberalism, and the objective of these policies 
was the exploitation of the opportunities opened up by the crisis, not the 
ending of the crisis. What is involved then is the continuing, or rather accel-
erating, of the redistribution of income, wealth and political power from the 
bottom to the top that has been taking place since the 1980s: an upside-
down redistribution threatened by the sudden crisis and the failure of neo-
liberal policies. At present, in the midst of a crisis of overproduction, public 
services have become another vital area for capital to colonise, in order to 
ensure it continues to be rewarded with ample profit margins.

The good news is that this process, far from being inexorable, can be ar-
rested, as the successful struggles against water privatisation are showing all 
over Europe. By using and renewing democratic tools and building broad 
social coalitions, people are succeeding in stopping the privatisation of wa-
ter at the local, national and supranational level. These victories – and the 
impressive social alliances supporting them – deserve to be highlighted and 
may be taken as ‘models’ for different struggles in different areas.

The list of victories is a long one: in Paris, thanks to the strong political 
will of the municipality, the water service has been returned to municipal 
management, and the two largest water multinationals in the world were ex-

The European Citizens’ Initiative  
on Water and  ‘Austeritarian’ 
 Post-Democracy

Tommaso Fattori



Th
e Eu

rop
ea

n
 C

itizen
s’ In

itia
tive on

 W
a

ter a
n

d
  ‘A

u
sterita

ria
n

’  P
ost-D

em
o

cra
cy 

	 117

pelled (public management has lowered rates by 8 % and it is saving 30 mil-
lion Euros per year, money which previously constituted the profits milked 
by private management); two municipal referenda called by social coalitions 
have been won, in Madrid and in Berlin, where the municipality recently de-
cided to remunicipalise the service and buy out the private shareholders; two 
years ago, we also won the nationwide referendum in Italy, where 26 million 
Italians rejected the compulsory privatisation of local public services and 
excluded the possibility of profitting from the management of water utilities. 
Now we are heading for our first significant victory at the EU level, as the 
European Citizens’ Initiative (ECI) on ‘Water as a Human Right’ has col-
lected nearly 2 million signatures in 13 countries, double the threshold re-
quired. This is the first ECI in history to have reached the quorum, and it 
will be presented to the European Commission by the end of 2013.

The water as a human right ECI

Let us take a step back. However weak, the ECI is the first tool enabling 
citizens to participate directly in the shaping of EU policy. The ECI allows a 
minimum of 1 million citizens from at least 7 EU Member States to place a 
significant issue on the European political agenda, ‘inviting’ the European 
Commission to propose legislation on matters where the EU has power to 
legislate. On the one hand, ‘inviting’ the Commission is far from being a 
binding or strict obligation, and the response to the initiative may be eva-
sive; on the other hand, the social mobilisation around the ECI on water has 
already threatened the Commission. To quote a statement made in June by 
EU Commissioner for Internal Market and Services Michel Barnier, ‘the 
best solution now appears to be to remove water from the scope of the con-
cessions directive’. Barnier added, ‘I fully understand why citizens are both 
angry and upset when they are told their water services might be privatised 
against their will. It has led to the first European citizens’ initiative and 1.5 
million people signing a petition on water’. In short, the ECI on water has 
already achieved a significant political result and an extraordinary victory 
even before it formally arrives on the Commission’s desk. This proves that 
we are not at all powerless, but rather that it is possible to change the course 
of privatisation processes, which are unstoppable only in appearance. It 
proves the strategic importance of social alliances: Thanks to the space 
opened up following the successful 2011 referendum in Italy, the ECI was 
promoted and sponsored with considerable foresight and a huge organisa-
tional effort by the European Federation of Public Service Unions – repre-
senting over 265 unions and 8 million public service workers all over Europe 
– and it was supported by various transnational networks and organisations 
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such as EAPN, APE, EEB and by social movements throughout Europe, 
starting with the Italian Forum of Water Movements and the newly-created 
network European Water Movement. These are organisations and move-
ments fighting together against the privatisation and commodification of 
water, for the public and communal management of such a vital resource, 
grounded in the democratic participation of citizens and of workers. It is 
clear once again that if we are united and we manage to build solid social al-
liances around specific, unifying objectives, we can achieve victory and 
change power relationships. 

What of the content of the ECI on ‘water as a human right’? Given the 
‘principle of neutrality’ towards the public or private ownership of the com-
pany providing services of general interest already established in the Treaty 
of Rome and still formally valid in the EU, we have strategically chosen the 
human-rights approach in order to combat the neoliberal wave of privatisa-
tion and ‘austeritarian post-democracy’, with the objective of encouraging 
re-publicising processes. Indeed, in 2010 the human right to water and san-
itation was recognised by the United Nations General Assembly, thanks to 
the initiative of governments of the global South (particularly Bolivia), and 
thanks to the long, hard work by social movements all around the world. Ev-
ery person is now entitled to access to a sufficient daily quantity of clean wa-
ter and to sanitation that meets international quality standards. But this 
right is in danger of remaining just a formal right, written on paper, without 
any implementation by, or accountability of, public institutions. The aim of 
the ECI is to push the European Commission to focus on guaranteeing wa-
ter and sanitation for all European residents, adopting a rights-based ap-
proach in place of its current market-based approach. In the EU-27, over one 
million people lack access to improved water or sanitation, and the privati-
sation of water utilities is leading to disconnections of poor people who are 
unable to pay for the daily ‘vital minimum’ of water. The EU should support 
states lacking the capacity to achieve 100 % provision of water and sanita-
tion, and a legal framework is needed to hold governments accountable and 
support citizens in claiming their right, where states lack the political will. 
Governments cannot transfer their responsibilities or leave control over nat-
ural water resources to private companies – such services cannot be left to 
market forces. Up to now, the European Union’s main aim has been to cre-
ate a single market for goods and services. That is why the rights-based ap-
proach is important for removing common goods and public services from 
the capitalist market and the process of accumulation. Water is not a com-
modity open for competition, to be managed in order to generate private 
profits but is a common good belonging to everyone, which must be safe-
guarded, also with a view to protectprotecting the interests of future gener-
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ations. ‘The human right, not competition or the completion of the internal 
market, must be central in developing water policy’, as we repeated during 
the successful ECI campaign.

To sum up, the three main ECI demands are: 
1) that EU institutions and member states must be obliged to ensure that all 

inhabitants enjoy the right to clean water and sanitation; 
2) that the European Commission should stop its constant push for liber-

alisation – management of water resources must not be subject to inter-
nal market rules, and water services must be excluded from liberalisation 
– ‘no money, no water’ is the consequence of introducing a market for 
water services, and was the object of another slogan of the ECI campaign; 

3) that the EU increase its efforts to achieve universal access to water and 
sanitation – worldwide 1,400 million people still lack access to clean wa-
ter and over 2 billion people have no access to sanitation. Europe should 
do more to make sure that people can enjoy the human right to water and 
sanitation also in other parts of the world by making the achievement of 
universal access part of the EU development policy.

Democratic paths against ‘austeritarian post-democracy’

Apart from water, there is another fundamental element which connects 
the Italian, Berlin and Madrid referenda with the ECI, and that is democ-
racy itself. All of this is about putting democracy before corporate interests 
and financial markets; the right to water and democracy are closely connect-
ed, as are privatisations and post-democracy. The people of Europe should 
be the ones who decide on common goods and public services, not the Troi-
ka. Through democratic tools such as referenda, citizens’ bills and ECIs we 
can oppose the top-down silent revolution going on in Europe. These are all 
pieces of one collective and bottom-up democratic answer to the great eco-
nomic and financial powers which have decided, to use Brecht’s expression, 
to ‘dissolve the people’ and govern directly through the ECB, the IMF and 
the Commission.

Today, it is crucially important to link the struggle in defence of thecom-
mons and public goods and services with the construction of a new and real 
democracy. The union between capitalism, on the one hand, and formal and 
representative democracy, on the other, far from being ‘natural’, has been 
the product of historically determined, and hence changeable, events. The 
social-democratic compromise which prevailed in post-war years and which 
established an order comprising of the co-existence of the welfare state and 
representative democracy with capitalism, is proving to be a mere interlude 
in the history of capitalism itself. This has been dramatically shown by the 
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referendum that was supposed to take place in Greece on the Troika’s Mem-
orandum, but which was blocked by the shocking letter from the ECB to the 
Italian government, in which the former asked the latter to privatise public 
services, contradicting the people’s 2011 referendum; but above all it is seen 
in the way new European governance is built, through the two pack, the six 
pack and the Fiscal Compact. It has been evident from the democratic defi-
cit which has afflicted the European project right from the start, up to the 
current oligarchic involution. This is what I would define as ‘austeritarian 
post-democracy’. In other words, the post-democracy analysed by Colin 
Crouch has made another qualitative leap: it is distinguished on the one 
hand by austerity in economic policies and on the other hand by an author-
itarian approach in its control of social dynamics and its explicit denial of a 
considerable part of the 20th century instruments of representative democ-
racy, thus putting a definitive end to the cycle of social-democratic compro-
mise. 

And so it is no coincidence that the social movements and trade unions 
are coming together to start afresh precisely by building new democracy, in-
cluding the use of instruments such as referenda or ECIs. The quest for 
forms of direct and deliberative democracy is a uniting factor for social 
movements (from the commons movements to the Indignados), trade 
unions and other grass-roots associations. These are common paths which 
go beyond single issues and attempt to redesign entire areas of the Union 
and of European policies, starting from the ‘social campaigns with a com-
mon purpose’, such as that over water. I stress the word Europe to make it 
clear that the European dimension is decisive and irrevocable; it is the ‘min-
imum space’ necessary if we are to build a credible social and economic al-
ternative. To underestimate the global dimension of the clash between capi-
tal and labour is a mistake and would constitute a severe obstacle for the 
cause of the commons, for welfare, nature and labour, but certainly not for 
capital. We cannot hand over the project of Europe to the Troika and to the 
financial markets. 

This is the reason why we are building thematic continental networks to-
gether, such as the EWM, and that is why, following the crisis of the grass-
roots altermondialist ‘institutions’ (such as the European Social Forum), so-
cial movements from all over Europe came together again at ‘Firenze 10+10’ 
and at the Alter-Summit, with the purpose of elaborating a common strat-
egy consisting of common actions against austerity policies and in favour of 
solidarity, rights for all and social justice in Europe. But the construction of 
a Euro-Mediterranean social alliance, going beyond the fragmentation of 
the existing social struggles in order to change power relations, is not an 
easy task. For the moment, the first, and fundamental, step of the process 
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seems to have been successful: Broad coalitions have been created around 
specific objectives and symbolic struggles such as those for water commons 
and basic income. At present, the ECI appears to be a suitable instrument for 
coalescing social forces around a common objective and developing Europe-
wide campaigns which get people involved and are cohesive. A coordinated 
group of continent-spanning ‘coalitions for a purpose’, born as a conse-
quence of specific ICEs could provide a solid basis for an alternative social 
programme for Europe, emerging and built from below. 

However, there is one question which remains open and unresolved: How 
do we collectively establish a unifying campaign in Europe based on elements 
which are transversal to individual issues. The mother of all campaigns prob-
ably is and will remain that against the Fiscal Compact, which needs to take 
a different shape in each country, yet to be constructed together and in a co-
ordinated fashion all over Europe. We should start by ascertaining the pos-
sibility of calling national referenda against the incorporation of balanced 
budgets into constitutions, which inscribes austerity into the DNA of our 
countries and Europe. A way of striking at the heart of both austeritarian 
post-democracy and the finance capitalism which underlies it.  n
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For a long time discussions in European conferences, social forums and 
other assemblies have been either about the analysis of (European) con-

ditions or the development of alternative proposals. In the context of the 
dramatic aggravation of the crisis the question is continually more sharply 
posed of a concrete strategy for changing European conditions. Such a Eu-
ropean challenge becomes rather complicated if the realities between the 
South, the East and the North sharply diverge and the state of consciousness 
and debate is politically and historically very diverse. The commonality, 
however, is the generalisation of austerity policies – in some countries we 
can speak of social devastation and humanitarian catastrophe – and author-
itarian forms of governance. It is increasingly recognised that a change in 
the relations of force in one country does not suffice for effecting changes 
there and in the EU. The complexity of the EU’s multi-polar power structure 
as well as its structural democratic deficit makes effective political interven-
tion difficult. A simultaneous, uniformly oriented common initiative in all 
of Europe would appear unimaginable in the current phase. In this respect 
what needs to be done is to explore all deployable levers for social change 
and find new ones in order to gain the capacity to act in a multidimensional 
way.2 It would also be necessary to make visible and comprehensible every-
where the fact that the true nature of the confrontation in Europe is not a 
territorially based conflict between nations or regions but an intense class 
confrontation involving a radical dismantling of social and democratic 

Innovation – The Alter-Summit1
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gains. The creation of new alliances – on the national and European levels 
– becomes a decisive challenge in this context.

The Alter-Summit (AS)3 is therefore conceived as a permanent process. 
The Athens meeting was its first prominent event. 

The European Social Forums promoted the cooperation of diverse actors 
as well as the emergence of new European networks and subjects. However, 
their typically non-binding nature no longer corresponds to the challenges 
which have to be met if the confrontation in Europe is to be brought forward 
such that the commonalities can be concretised in common political action 
and demands. Because the idea of an Alter-Summit responds to these chal-
lenges in the current phase it quickly found many adherents. 

Contours

Europe urgently needs an amalgamation of forces able to act against aus-
terity and for the renewal of democracy. The mode of cooperation as an 
open, flexible and simultaneously permanent structure (network) allows a 
working process and capacity to react which the European Social Forum, for 
example, did not possess. Approximately 200 organisations are participating 
in the AS network. The support for the AS by three European trade-union 
federations in the ETUC (transport, public services and education) as well 
as a great many national unions (for example the British TUC) is a sign of 
changes in the trade-union sphere. Representatives of the ETUC also took 
part in the preparations and its chair spoke to the plenary session in Athens 
through a videoed message. It is increasingly evident that the unions’ power 
of negotiation and representation is being continually reduced, and at the 
same time European social democracy is dropping out as a political partner 
due to its increasingly social-liberal orientation. For the first time the ETUC 
has rejected a European treaty – the Fiscal Compact. In this configuration 
and in the context of the crisis new possibilities are opening up for dialogue 
with social and left movements.4

Social movements are part of the realities especially of the South but also 
in part in countries of the East. In Spain and Portugal public congresses are 
being held on a civil-society organisational basis in order to define a govern-
ment policy alternative to the dictates of the Troika. It is also there that the 
first transnational general strike was put into motion. In June 2012 in 
Greece, for the first time in Europe, an election took on the character of a 
break with the prevailing EU political system. New voices are being added 
to the familiar ones which have been pointing out how deeply stuck we are 
in a dangerous dead end. Critical networks of economists and social scien-
tists are becoming active. Initiatives such as the Subversive Forum in Za-
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greb, the ‘Workers and Punk University’ in Ljubljana and the Coalition of 
Resistance in Great Britain are new forms of resistance and discussion of al-
ternatives. Common actions are developing in ecological questions as well 
as around the public services such as education, transportation and health-
care, in activism against forced evictions in southern and eastern Europe as 
well as in solidarity with the self-governing Greek healthcare centres. This 
is also occurring around the rights of immigrants. A common question is 
the struggle for a radical change in the ECB’s missions and mode of func-
tioning. In the immediate future the struggle against the Transatlantic Free 
Trade Agreement could be organised Europe-wide. Creating a new Europe-
an consciousness regarding the relations of force and the possible alliance 
partners therefore has to mean making all this energy visible and starting to 
relate to each other. This is the goal the AS is pursuing. A lot remains to be 
done.

A European coordination is being constituted in which trade unions and 
the ETUC, European networks like Attac, transform! and EuroMemo as 
well as the representatives of the AS collectives in individual countries are 
cooperating.

The balance sheet of Athens

At the June AS in Athens there was confirmation of the need for, but also 
the possibility of, discovering new paths to a new level of the cooperation of 
movements, networks and unions.

Some important goals were achieved, but there were disappointments. 
There was massive participation neither from European countries – best 
represented were Norway, France and Germany – nor from Greece itself. It 
was a European meeting of representatives from organisations and coun-
tries of all regions, born of the readiness to organise not only common re-
sistance but also to work together on a European alternative.

In general it was determined that the Manifesto represented important 
progress. The months-long transparent mode of working not only succeed-
ed in bringing out convergences and common analyses but also in produc-
ing an actual ‘common’ text and, on such a common basis, defining the goal 
of a radical reorientation of European structures. 

The breakout groups (‘assemblies’) organised around individual issues 
proved to be more complicated. Proposals for ongoing actions were the main 
result, especially where common goals and methods had been determined 
before the Summit and where the articulation of the different issues with the 
whole project and the Manifesto was the focus. Once again we saw the dif-
ficulty of moving from the redaction of a European Manifesto to common 



In
n

ova
tion

 – Th
e A

lter-Su
m

m
it

	 125

action. Even the European Social Forum’s weaknesses, in which single issues 
were simply added up and in a certain sense ‘isolated’ from each other, could 
not be entirely avoided. The theme of further thinking is now: What con-
tents, what factors could effectively crystallise the common will to change 
Europe profoundly? This has to be approached with a mixture of realism 
and ambition.

The challenge to political parties

In terms of the political parties, the AS – in contrast to the Social Forums 
– does seek dialogue with political organisations and personalities which 
share the ideas represented by the AS and actively support the project. A dis-
tinction was thus drawn between institutions and political parties which 
support austerity and de-democratisation and those who oppose it. The 
wish to alter the relation of forces also implies discussing the question of po-
litical representation and the exercise of power – and thinking about how 
movements, trade unions and networks, but also political parties, which 
want to contest the prevailing logic, can act. Moreover, it is a matter of col-
lecting all available forces, in a situation in which there is great tension be-
tween anger and powerlessness and between criticism of the prevailing con-
ditions and the weight of neoliberal doctrine of sacrifice. Doubt that politics 
can be a means for change is becoming increasingly massive.5 In light of the 
dramatic situation, we see the development of experiments with new forms 
of cooperation between diverse protagonists, in which full respect for the 
autonomy of all participants must be the rule. At the same time, movements 
such as Occupy, with their radical distance from existing structures, are in-
troducing new challenges which themselves contributed to changes in the 
political culture of organisations. In the AS, too, the question has been ad-
dressed of how bridges can be built in this respect. The comparison between 
the situations in single countries also shows that for many large movements 
(in Bulgaria and Turkey) the lack of significant political support is a prob-
lem. Another example is Greece, where numerous social protagonists have 
contributed to building SYRIZA.

The organisations that have up to now been engaged in the AS are the Par-
ty of the European Left andthe European Parliament group GUE/NGL, with 
the French Greens having publicly declared their support as have individual 
parliamentarians and members of social democratic and green parties 
which also sent speakers to Athens. There is also support from the anti-cap-
italist left. The commonality is that all these social and political actors wish 
to create an alternative cultural hegemony. 
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What next?
Common working processes have to be defined, in which the AS’ ambi-

tion to shift the relation of forces in Europe must be at the centre. The AS 
wants to avoid annually repeated meetings that could become empty shells. 
A new quality has to be achieved. A multi-level process that makes sense for 
all therefore has to be invented. The October working session defined the 
global strategic goals for the next 10 months in terms of a permanent work-
ing process: ‘Continuing the consolidation and expansion of the Alter-Sum-
mit network at the European and national level. Not as an end in itself, but 
to increase our capacity to intensify the dialogue among us in accordance 
with our Manifesto and to act with the will to change the balance of power 
in order to establish a new Europe.’ Enabling the capacity to react, organis-
ing central events, coordinating decentralised initiatives in order to create 
something common from them, creating and exchanging targeted informa-
tion, promoting solidarity and new alliances, reinforcing Europe-wide con-
frontations like those around the Transatlantic Free-Trade Agreement – all 
of this is on the agenda.

The fact that the AS is an amalgamation of partly very representative or-
ganisations, makes it necessary to adopt very clear and transparent modes 
of work, which allow the organisations to participate as such. If it proves 
possible to bring the analyses and proposals developed together in the AS 
into the participating organisations, anchor them among the members and 
promote a common consciousness, the bases will have been laid for com-
mon action and in so doing the potential for shifting the relation of forces in 
Europe made more real. In a situation in which for many the sense of pow-
erlessness cripples the instinct to rebellion, in which the sense of powerless-
ness is reinforced by the current European configuration, in which the lack 
of the power of interpretation makes movement difficult, in which divisions 
make it hard to recognise the enemy, but, at the same time, in which the dra-
matic urgency requires a major social and political dynamic on the part of 
the population, new paths to break the reigning sense of powerlessness must 
be opened and entered with great determination. A crucial area here is the 
creation of the consciousness that potential, contents and forces exist with 
which to transform Europe democratically. It is also a matter of tackling the 
paradox that in many countries significant movements are questioning the 
logic of the EU without being connected to each other, and they do not ex-
perience their work as part of a whole. In this respect one of the most im-
portant questions for the AS is whether it can create nexuses between the 
actually existing movements.
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There are already some starting points for this. The intention is for the 
Manifesto to become a common good, an element of common action, a 
binding element of diverse struggles by bringing this into the organisations 
and beyond Europe specialists. It demonstrates that there is a common vi-
sion today to fundamentally change Europe in response to the destructive 
crisis. This vision can – at a European and /or a national level – informdif-
ferent struggles and confrontations to promote European unity, interpreting 
the actions and counteracting the fragmentation of oppositional forces. A 
campaign based on the Manifesto is planned.

It is also a matter of determining what the questions are around which 
common initiatives, alliances and mobilisations can be organised and what 
proposals can crystallise and promote common action. Europeanisation of 
social struggles requires working to raise awareness of its European aspects. 
The Greek EU presidency in the first semester of2014 represents a new chal-
lenge. The opening of the new ECB headquarters in Frankfurt, the confron-
tations around the ‘commons’, the Europeanisation of national budget poli-
cy and the generalisation of precarisation and impoverishment were put 
forward in the breakout groups. European campaigns, citizens’ initiatives 
and thematic conferences are to be organised in the future around certain 
issues. The experiences with the European Citizens’ Initiative around the 
question of water, Blockupy and also the transnational strike of 14 Novem-
ber 2012 are considered points of departure.

Still to be solved are questions of how feminist issues (prominently fea-
tured in the Manifesto) can become common property, of how the protec-
tion and rights of immigrants should be articulated with conflicts around 
the rights of the working population and how ecological and social demands 
can be tied together.

The question of the necessary offensive against extreme right forces in all 
of Europe formed the substance of one of the biggest thematic gatherings. 
This is a major challenge which concerns more than just anti-fascist activ-
ists. We intend to tackle the issue on a European level. An adequate strategy 
for the struggle against the extreme right is the subject of broad discussions 
among the social movements, and a European conference on this theme is 
being planned. It is also relatively clear that 2014 will be approached as the 
centenary of the breakout of World War I and that here Europe’s role in the 
world must also be addressed. Furthermore, the Transatlantic Free-Trade 
Agreement will doubtless become a broadly mobilising issue. The same can 
be said for the opening of the new ECB office in autumn of 2014, on which 
occasion sights should be more sharply trained on the national central 
banks. Individual networks or groups of networks intend to feed the dy-
namic through thematic conferences. Confronting austerity together could 
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also be a rallying point, what with clashes around budgets increasingly con-
trolled by the EU.

The upcoming European elections (May 2014) are also frequently regard-
ed as an opportunity for this. What is important here is not to remain wed-
ded to the traditional forms – in which the movements turn to the candi-
dates with their appeals or requests – and to use this truly European 
moment more effectively. The AS will intervene in the debate from the per-
spective of the Manifesto and with a view to promoting its autonomous 
agenda. There still needs to be work on the forms which such an effort could 
take. Innovation is needed!  n

translated	by	Eric	Canepa

Notes
1 This is a revised version of an article published in German in Sand im Getriebe 

 (September 2013) to reflect the results of the October working meeting of the Alter-
Summit. 

2 For a more detailed treatment see Elisabeth Gauthier, ‘Fünf Argumente für ein “Alter 
Summit”’ in Sozialismus 12/2012.

3 Available on the homepage www.altersummit.eu are the Manifesto in several languages, 
the list of participating organisations and the reports from Athens as well as current 
information. 

4 See Steffen Lehndorff, ‘Trade Unions: The Difficult Path to Solidarity in One’s Own 
Interest’ in Transform! 12/2013, pp. 68-74.

5 See the study carried out in 2012: Richard Detje / Wolfgang Menz / Sarah Nies / Dieter 
Sauer / Joachim Bischoff, Krisenerfahrungen und Politik, Hamburg VSA 2013.



	 129



130	

The crisis we are witnessing in Spain transcends mere economic and po-
litical factors; it is an organic crisis of the system which can be qualified 

as a ‘regime crisis’.  This is a crisis questioning the economic, political and 
social system which dates back to the Spanish transition to democracy and 
which encompasses the period between the Constitution of 1978 and the 
two-party system, a phase which also includes the social pact. 

Growing inequality in the distribution of incomes and wealth, increasing-
ly precarious working and living conditions, rising unemployment, poverty 
and exclusion,1 an increase in clientelism and corruption, which have found 
their way into the very structure of the regime,2 and numerous other aspects 
are to blame for wide-spread frustration and dissatisfaction with the coun-
try’s democracy.3 This manifests itself in a state of permanent indignation, 
dissatisfaction with the authorities and traditional political actors, in the 
sectoral mobilisation of the working class and young professionals and ex-
presses itself in numerous demonstrations of varying origin, content and 
goals.4

It is broadly agreed that the 15th of May 2011 is the date on which this con-
tinuous public opposition received the impetus which has come to charac-
terise it during these past years. After the demonstration which took place 
that afternoon – an event organised by recently founded social movements 
– everybody’s individual discontent turned into joint public indignation in 
a spontaneous, unexpected and sudden manner, transforming individual 

Spain – The Left and the Crisis  
of the Regime

Adoración Guamán and Jaime Aja
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passivity into collective action. In the months that followed, the symbolic 
occupation of town and city squares and the exuberant democratic enthusi-
asm enabled the movement to play a leading role on the Spanish political 
scene and in the demonstrations that succeeded initial protests by way of 
different mobilisations with the common goal of defending social rights 
against the cutbacks imposed by the Troika. 

Individual elements of the regime crisis

In order to conduct an in-depth analysis of the forces of the left, a first ex-
amination of this so-called ‘regime crisis’ – in the words of Gramsci, an or-
ganic crisis of the current system of authority – is necessary. The current 
dominating bloc, which is switching allegiances according to the power of 
financial capital, has unlawfully held power since the Civil War and has al-
ready experienced a profound organic crisis during both the last years of the 
Franco regime and the first years of the Transition Period. 

Without a doubt, the dominating bloc has rapidly lost stability during the 
past years. Three typical elements can be distinguished in this organic crisis: 
First, support amongst the population for the two-party system is crum-
bling; second, social protests dominated by growing majority sections of so-
ciety are getting stronger by the day; and, finally, the unity of the state as an 
element of its stability is being challenged in a way that has never before 
been seen in the history of democracy. Let us take a closer look at these three 
elements.

The electoral crisis of the two-party system and the  
electoral success of the forces of the left

The PP (People’s Party) and the PSOE (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party) 
have effectively been taking turns in office for the last 30 years, which has 
helped to relieve the tensions within the power bloc and has served as an es-
cape valve for the pressure built up by the fundamental conflict of interests 
between the power bloc and the social majority. Today, the two-party system 
is, without a doubt, experiencing its greatest electoral crisis since 1977. All 
surveys indicate a continuous loss in popularity for both PP and PSOE. Ac-
cording to data from the Centre for Sociological Research (CIS), in July the 
direct intention to vote for either the PP or PSOE jointly amounted to 25.7%. 
Two years ago, in July 2011, 55.2% of voters intended to vote for these two 
parties.
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Source:	Calculated	using	CIS	data.
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In fact, the crisis of the two-party system became visible as early as the lo-
cal elections of May 2011 and the general election of November 2011, which 
marked the PP’s domination in the large majority of institutions. The PP 
achieved its greatest electoral success, however, by virtue of the poor perfor-
mance of its opponent rather than its own merit. In the general election of 
November 2011 the PP obtained an absolute majority, but the PP and PSOE 
together lost a total of 4 million votes, which was a break with the 25-year 
trend. Public support of the two-party system was destroyed by its weakest 
link: the PSOE. The fall of the PSOE had a very negative impact on the gov-
ernment. Even though the PP mainly grew at the PSOE’s expense, the PP 
needs an opposition to channel social tensions. The dialectical relationship 
between PP and PSOE means that the excessive weakening of one of the two 
puts the power of the other in jeopardy. 

This crisis of the two-party system has not yet manifested itself in an ef-
fective transfer of votes from the PP/PSOE to the other options (the last elec-
tions on a national level, the parliamentary elections, were those held in No-
vember 2011). However, surveys on the electoral landscape predict this 
change. In terms of votes, public support is definitely growing for the forces 
of the left. Taking a closer look at the IU (United Left) and, according to CIS 

Source:	Calculated	using	CIS	data.
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– the most reliable institute despite its conservatism – we see that voter  sup-
porters of this alliance has returned to the levels seen in October 1996, 
reaching 7.8%.5

A historical opportunity to launch an electoral transition can, of course, 
be found in the European elections. The European electoral system is more 
proportional and its electoral behaviour more open, but the capacity of PP 
and PSOE to recover should not be underestimated. This is because the two-
party system is not solely based on a certain voting system; it is at the centre 
of all mechanisms of representative democracy, especially for the media. 

Continuing social protests

It is obvious that the impact of the crisis of the two-party system goes be-
yond the electoral level. As mentioned above, it is a clear sign of the organic 
crisis of the dominating bloc.6 This has also manifested itself in the intensi-
fication of the social conflict and the multiplication of social actors who 
have become organised and have grown stronger over the past years, a fact 
very much connected with the already mentioned phenomenon of the 15th 

of May which is also known as the movement of the Indignados (the ‘out-
raged’) or simply ‘15-M’.

Two years after its formation, it has become clear that one of the principal 
virtues of the 15-M Movement is its ability to elicit sympathy and support. 
Its initial proposals were basic principled critisisms of the flaws of a repre-
sentative democracy – critisisms which can easily be related to, and under-
stood by, large majorities. In fact, the initial slogan of 15-M was: ‘We are not 
commodities in the hands of politicians and bankers.’ However, the scope of 
the protests became more comprehensive, and the movement began focus-
sing on socio-economic issues, as well as developing and expressing a global 
critique of the system and its main actors, such as the government, banks 
and political parties. It has also discussed a wide spectrum of causes, argu-
ments and civil disobedience. 

One of the greatest triumphs of the 15-M Movement was its subjective 
breadth. In fact, one of the virtues of the new wave of social mobilisation 
animated by 15-M was the creation of new collective identities, which slow-
ly overcame individualism and the rupturing of traditional links, thus ena-
bling joint action by generating new consensuses, relationships and strate-
gies. Through the awakening of 15-M, an endless number of crucially 
important movements have matured such as the Plataforma de Afectados 
por las Hipotecas (‘Movement of Mortgage Victims’) or the so-called ‘mar-
eas ciudadanas’ (‘human tide’ demonstrations). 

These so-called ‘tides’ have emerged as a continuing series of sectoral pro-
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tests, aimed at achieving specific goals and collectively defending social and 
workers’ rights. The tides are characterised by colours: green for education, 
white for healthcare, orange for social services, and red for pensions. They 
are also constituted by a spectrum of people who come from different back-
grounds but who have one thing in common: their precarious situation. 

The tides have used old and new strategies – from the continuing occupa-
tion of public spaces, hunger strikes and demonstrations, to labour strikes 
– and have been waging an ongoing power struggle with the government in 
sectors as important as healthcare or education, collaborating with the trade 
unions.7

Simultaneously, structures have been created and strengthened aimed at 
uniting the social basis necessary to build a civic counter balance.8 The 
strategies deployed in the social struggle related to overturning the regime 
are also being diversified; the miners’ demonstrations which took place in 
July 2012, the ‘Coordinadora 25-S’ (Coordination Platform 25-S),9 the ac-
tions of SAT (Andalusian Workers’ Union) in supermarkets10 and protest 
rallies at certain politicians’ places of residence by PAH11 are examples of the 
new shape social and political protests have taken. The dynamics of its 
members’ solidarity, formation and empowerment are combined with prac-
ticing civil disobedience, which is increasingly becoming accepted in soci-
ety, as well as the simultaneous use of the limited possibilities existing in the 
system for the participation of citizens.

In short, the crisis has reinforced social frustration and has begun to lift it 
to the level of political frustration. The depth of the crisis has led to financial 
capitalism putting those institutions at risk which used to secure the ruling 
system: the name we have given to the political and social system of 1978. 
Thus, the political institutions created for the retention of power were put 
under pressure. This has led to a crisis within the dominating social bloc 
and has reinforced the contradictions between hegemonic financial capital 
and medium-sized industrial businesses, small business owners, civil serv-
ants and retirees.

The pledge of independence – Catalonia

Since the summer of 2010, the pledge of independence has received more 
and more support in Catalan society, causing a shift on the political spec-
trum in Catalonia which affects the whole state. In June 2010 a mass dem-
onstration was held in Barcelona with the slogan ‘Som una nació. Nosaltres 
decidim’ (‘We are a nation. We decide.’), to protest against a recent decision 
made by the Spanish Constitutional Court on a constitutional complaint in-
volving the Statute of Catalonia’s Autonomy. A year later, in April 2011, the 
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Catalan National Assembly (ANC) was founded and two years later, in Sep-
tember 2012, one of the largest demonstrations in the history of Catalonia 
took place with the slogan ‘Catalonia: a new European state’. 

The pledge of independence was transformed and given a comprehensive 
charter, embracing the fundamental common proposal of the Catalan right, 
Convergencia i Unió (a federation of the right social democratic Conver-
gence and of Union which emerged from a social Christian party), as well as 
the proposal of its conditional supporters in the Catalan Parliament, Es-
querra Republicana de Catalunya (Republican Left of Catalonia) and the 
new political protagonist in the Catalan Parliament, the Candidatures de 
Unitat Popular (Popular Unity Candidates), taking the place of the inde-
pendent left in the political spectrum. The alliance of ICV and EUiA, 12 for 
its part, has supported the ‘right to decide’ but not Catalonia’s independence.

Looking at the electoral results since the demonstration of September 
2011, left-wing parties represented in the institutions have experienced an 
increase in support, whereas the Spanish nationalist right-wing parties, such 
as the Partido Socialista Catalán (Catalan Socialist Party) have seen their 
votes decline.

Before this shift on the Catalan political and social landscape, the various 
political forces of the left had shared the demand for the right to decide, even 
though they proposed different state models. This led to the founding of 
ANOVA (Nationalist Brotherhood) and BNG (Galician Nationalist Bloc) in 
Galicia, Bildu (‘Gather’) in the Basque Country, CHA (Aragonese Union) in 
Aragón, the United Left of the Valencian Community and Compromís 
(Commitment to the Valencian Community), as well as other trade union 
movements, such as the SAT in Andalusia. On a national institutional level, 
the United Left (Izquierda Unida) has supported motions for the right to de-
cide, maintaining its proposal of a pluri-national and solidary federal repub-
lic as a state model.

The challenge for the left: cooperation in the construction of a 
broad social bloc to give momentum to the constitutional process

As we have said, in recent years various movements have appeared which 
want to establish themselves as points of convergence in bringing together 
the different socio-political forces of the broader spectrum. Beyond the ar-
eas of friction,13 a common battlefield has become clear: the resistance to 
cutbacks and the Troika’s plans, and the need to come up with alternatives 
to define the point at which the 1978 regime runs its course and to open up 
a new constitutional process. The need to collaborate on a joint programme 
of actions and proposals is based on this common ground. This programme 
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should enable and accelerate the process of the fall of the government, and 
it needs the citizens to play a leading role as a counter balance.

The proposal of the United Left – which was established in its last assem-
bly – is pointed towards accumulating these forces in order to give momen-
tum to the process of overturning the government. The proposal pledges to 
direct the organisation towards the construction of a social and political 
bloc by means of a process aimed at accumulating political, social and trade 
union forces. A bloc is to be established based on an amalgamation of alli-
ances of the three levels, which may collaborate in a project of ‘democratic 
rebellion’ against the neoliberal order. The bloc will put forward a proposal 
intended to immediately satisfy the needs and claims of democracy and so-
cial welfare demanded by the working majority. With this strategy, it pledg-
es to move forward from the existing common ground to the different 
spheres of social, political and trade union protests in order to achieve col-
laboration between the various forces of the left. One of the tools designed 
for the process of overturning the government was the campaign ‘Gobierno 
Dimisión, elecciones ya, Hay Alternativa’ (‘Dissolve the government, elec-
tions now, there is an alternative’). 

Parallel to this, ways to bring together wide-ranging groups who want to 
see change are being promoted. Examples include the ‘Alternativas desde 
abajo’ (Alternatives from below), driven by Izquierda Anticapitalista (Anti-
capitalist Left) and different groups whose principal objective is the conven-
ing of a constitutional process. 

This is the core idea which ties the various strategies together. In light of 
the emergency situation discussed in the preceding pages, there is an ever-
growing belief in Spain in the idea of a constitutional process as a way of 
achieving social transformation. Obviously, the idea of using the constitu-
tional charter against the 1978 regime is not a new one.  Stemming from the 
lessons learned from experiences in Latin America, there have for many 
years been a significant number of calls from the left, putting forward the 
need for a constitutional process.14 However, it is undeniable that the expo-
nential deterioration in the objective living conditions of the working-class 
majority has led, on the one hand, to an increase in theories on the desirabil-
ity and the feasibility of pushing for a constitutional process in our situation. 
This body of theory has put forward different possibilities, none of which 
are without their difficulties.15 On the other hand, it has led to the idea of a 
constitutional process being a constant presence in socio-political policy 
over the course of the past two years. Thus, this idea can be found in the de-
bates and most basic proposals of the 15-M Movement, as the central idea of 
the Movimiento 25S (25-S Movement), at the heart of the ‘Constituyentes’ 
(Constituents) movement, among the proposals of the Frente Cívico (Civic 
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Front), in the Procés Constituent (Constitutional Process) movement in 
Cataluña and in political debates within the IU and the PCE.16 Further-
more, in the last general election, the vast majority of parties of the left had 
explicitly set out their position in their manifestos as being in favour of 
holding a constitutional process.17

The need for a constitutional process has led to debate on a theoretical lev-
el, but also in the socio-political sphere, about the best ways to achieve this 
goal.18 The objective is to achieve this without falling into a mere process of 
reconstitución (reconstitution) or facilitating the familiar gatopardismo (a 
promised political transformation which in reality only comprises superfi-
cial changes to the extant structures in order to maintain the status quo) of 
the dominant elites through another failed transition. To that end, the wide-
ly shared proposal is the already-mentioned strategy to create a social, po-
litical and trade union bloc with the ability to mobilise and the will to pow-
er. It would be a bloc where new entities, which do not want to engage in 
institutional action,19 come together with pre-existing entities and all of 
these, in turn, with the wide-ranging political left – a new combination of 
the old and the new.

Time to come together in order to achieve change

This brief analysis shows that this is a decisive time for left political, social 
and trade union forces:  The increased difficulties of the social majority in 
labour, social and economic terms may very well result in new general 
strikes; the issue of financing for the Autonomous Communities will lead to 
intensified debate among these Communities and, in particular, in relation 
to the independence process in Catalonia; pressure from the European Un-
ion to make cuts, especially those in the area of local administration, will 
lead to further regression in social welfare. This will result in unacceptable 
levels of poverty and social risk; reforms in education, abortion policy and 
local administration and the announcements in regard to universities will 
keep the tide flowing, to a great extent, over the coming months.  Mean-
while, the institutions which were pillars of the regime, such as the monar-
chy, find themselves immersed in corruption scandals, just like the party in 
government.

As the surveys indicate, the European election could see the two-party 
system severely punished and serve to channel part of the social anger into 
support for the left options, thereby foreshadowing the end of the two-party 
system which could be punished in the next general election, scheduled for 
2015. The key is to reach that point with an accumulated strength which will 
allow the end of the two-party system to become the launching pad for a 
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constitutional process with a genuine social and political capacity to face 
and resist the Troika’s impositions, and to lay the foundations for the con-
struction of an alternative social bloc which could challenge the hegemony 
of financial capital.  n

translated	by	Veronika	Peterseil

Notes
1 In the second trimester of 2013, the unemployment rate reached 26.6% (among women 

27.02%); 23.12% of paid employment contracts were temporary; the number of house-
holds with all members unemployed amounted to 1,821,100. The minimum wage for 
2013 was set at 645.30 euros, even though in 2012 per capita income only amounted 
to 9,321 euros, which suggests a drop of more than one percentage point compared to 
previous figures. In the same year, 21.1% of the Spanish population living in Spain were 
at risk of poverty; persons between 16 and 65 – basically all people of working age – 
faced an even higher risk.

2 In 2013, corruption and fraud were named as the second biggest problem affecting the 
population, ranking higher than economic concerns and outdone only by the issue of 
unemployment (CIS [Center for Sociological Investigations] Barometer, July 2013). 

3 According to the CIS Barometer, in July 2013 81.5% of Spanish citizens classified the 
political situation in Spain as ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’. Only 2% called it ‘good’. These are the 
most extreme evaluations ever seen in available statistics, which even surpass the results 
of 1982 when only 5% of the population indicated that the political situation of the 
state was ‘good’ or ‘very good’ and 37% agreed it was ‘bad’. Statistics show that since 
2010 a polarisation of the evaluation results has taken place, with negative opinions 
constantly surpassing 70% and positive results staying below 15%.

4 According to sources from the Ministry of the Interior, in 2012 more than 36,000 dem-
onstrations and protest gatherings took place.

5 This percentage was established by analysing the answers to the question ‘If general 
elections were held tomorrow, i.e. parliamentary elections, which party would you vote 
for?’ In this survey, the PP obtained 13.2% and the PSOE 12.5%. Despite being less reli-
able, surveys conducted thereafter, such as those carried out by the ‘Electoral Barom-
eter’ of the Metroscopia opinion research institute, provide a different perspective: IU 
9.5%; PSOE 9.6% and PP 14.1%.

6 The Spanish voting system, which was designed by the last Cortes Españolas (during 
the Franco regime, an institution claiming to be an organ of public participation in the 
state), tends to favour a two-party system and represents the rural areas more strongly, 
which have historically been more conservative. However, the two-party system does 
not only rest upon the individual applicable electoral law; it is the most efficient party 
system for capitalism in higher developed countries. 

7 Between 2010 and 2012 four general strikes were called against policies depriving peo-
ple of their rights and against cutbacks in public services.  Three of them were called 
on behalf of the joint forces of the unions, led by the largest unions in Spain, CCOO 
(Workers’ Commissions) and UGT (General Union of Workers). The fourth strike was 
called by Catalan, Basque and Galician nationalist unions against the pension reform of 
2011. The number of ordinary strikes has increased due to the crisis and, as a response 
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to corporate privileges, which were introduced with the labour market reform, facilitat-
ing the reduction of salaries and mass layoffs.

8 In terms of other initiatives, on a national level there are the Frente Cívico Somos 
Mayoría (Civil Front ‘We are the majority’) la Convocatoria cívica (Civil Call), las 
Mesas de Convergencia (Tables of Convergence), and a large number of smaller plat-
forms. 

9 A coordination platform exists which involves different bodies, movements and plat-
forms and which has organised various actions and mobilisations to draw attention to 
the malfunctioning of government institutions. Its first action was Rodea el Congreso 
(Surround the Congress) on 25 September 2012, in the course of which thousands of 
people were mobilised to gather around the Congress of Deputies.

10 In the summer of 2012 the Andalusian Workers’ Union carried out actions of food 
expropriation in two Andalusian supermarkets. The media response was huge. For 
further information on this action, see Sánchez del Pino, ‘Los del SAT y sus asaltos con-
stituyentes’ [‘The people behind SAT and their constitutional assault’), Sin Permiso, 19 
May 2013, available at http://www.sinpermiso.info/textos/index.php?id=5990.

11 Since March 2013, the Movement of Mortgage Victims has launched a campaign of 
‘escraches’ (protest rallies at certain politicians’ places of residence), the goal of which 
was, on the one hand, to tell the deputies why they should vote in favour of the mea-
sures mentioned in the ‘Iniciativa Legislativa Popular Hipotecaria’ (ILP; Popular Leg-
islative Initiative on Mortgages), presented by the platform, and, on the other hand, 
it was an attempt to publicly denounce politicians or political parties not intending to 
vote for the ILP, either actively or passively. 

12 The name is derived from two political parties, Iniciativa per Catalunya-Verds (Initia-
tive for Catalonia Greens) and Esquerra Unida i Alternativa (Republican Left of Catalo-
nia), the latter being part of the Federation of the United Left.

13 In the various meetings, coordinating bodies, platforms and assemblies aiming at fa-
cilitating cooperation between the forces of the left, there are a few issues which create 
particular controversy. Among others, in the context of the approaching European elec-
tions, the debate around staying with or opting out of the European single currency has 
been sharpened and drawn out. Among the most convincing positions for a withdrawal 
from the Eurozone is the one presented in the manifesto ‘Salir del euro’ [‘Withdrawing 
from the euro’] (http://www.salirdeleuro.org/). In this argument, the specific political 
contexts of each of the European countries – and not the currency itself – are seen as 
primarily responsible for the adoption of adjustment policies and cuts. For a summary 
on this debate see J. Barredo, J. And R. Molero, ‘Euro no, euro sí y viceversa. Una pro-
puesta’ [Euro no, euro yes, and vice versa. A proposal] available at http://www.rebelion.
org/noticia.php?id=167752  and articles published by the Novecento collective at http://
colectivonovecento.org/category/economia-critica/. So far, the debate is open within 
the socio-political movements of the left; however, they do agree on working together 
on the issue of non-payment of national debt. 

14 One must bear in mind that, alongside these proposals, the political forces of the two-
party system have also been advocating the need for constitutional reform. Further-
more, right-wing populism, represented by the Unión Progreso y Democracia (Progress 
and Democracy Union) party, has embraced the slogan ‘Proceso Constituyente’ (Con-
stitutional Process) and given it the meaning of a reconstitución (reconstitution) of the 
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dominant bloc.
15 R. Viciano et al., Por una Asamblea Consituyente. Una solución democrática a la crisis. 

(For a Constituent Assembly. A democratic solution to the crisis). Madrid, Sequitur, 
2012; A. Noguera, Utopía y poder constituyente.  Los ciudadanos ante los tres monismos 
del Estado neoliberal (Utopia and constitutional power. Citizens faced with the three 
monisms of the neoliberal state), Madrid, Sequitur, 2012; G. Pisarello, ‘Reino de 
España: perspectivas de un proceso destituyente-constituyente’ [Kingdom of Spain: 
perspectives on anticonstitutional-constitutional process], in Sin Permiso (Without 
Permission), 17 March 2013; M. Monero, De la crisis a la revolución democrática [From 
the crisis to democratic revolution], El viejo topo, Madrid 2013.

16 At its 18th Congress in November 2009, the Spanish Communist Party set an objective 
of initiating a constitutional process after the breakup of the constitutional pact of the 
Transition. In 2010, a republican conference took place to that end. See J. Aja Valle,  
‘República y democracia en tiempos de crisis.  El PCE inicia la elaboración de su pro-
puesta de proceso constituyente’ [Republic and democracy in times of crisis. The PCE 
begins crafting its proposal for a constitutional process] in Mundo Obrero [Worker’s 
World], April 2010. 

17 The following, in alphabetical order, is a non-exhaustive list of political forces that ran 
on a programme advocating (to differing extents) the holding of a constitutional pro-
cess: Anova; BNG; CHA; Compromís; Les CUP; EH-Bildu; Equo; Izquierda anticapi-
talista; Iniciativa per Catalunya-Esquerra Unida i Alternativa; Izquierda Unida. 

18 As regards theory, various options have been put forward.  To be brief, there is a first 
option which we could call ‘the electoral option’ based on the electoral victory of a po-
litical force which has the launching of a constitutional process among its main objec-
tives (R. Viciano et al., Por una Asamblea Constituyente, op. cit. [For a Constitutional 
Assembly]). The second option is the possibility of using mechanisms of social pressure 
in the streets which will force those in political power to initiate the constitutional pro-
cess as the only way to maintain social peace. In the opinion of other authors, it would 
be necessary to opt for creating ‘numerous and wide-ranging spaces, assemblies or any 
type of participative and self-managed institution which would engage, from within 
civil society and in an organised way, in alternative regulation’ (in this vein see: A. 
Noguera, ‘Constituyente’ [Constituent], in Lugares Comunes, trece voces sobre la crisis 
(Common places, thirteen voices on the crisis.), Lengua de Trapo, Madrid, 2012.

19 It has been noted that the existence of these new movements, which have been in the 
vanguard of the fight for social rights in recent years (PAH, SAT, Mareas), is precisely 
the way to give a real basis to the ‘utopian’ aspiration of a new constitution. In this 
vein, see (regarding SAT):  Sánchez del Pino, ‘Los del SAT y sus asaltos constituyentes’ 
(‘The people behind SAT and their constitutional assault’), Sin Permiso, 19/05/2013, 
available at http://www.sinpermiso.info/textos/index.php?id=5990.
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The evolution of Czech society over nearly 25 years in the transformation 
from socialism to capitalism has not been a simple process, and in many 

respects it has produced new impulses and neoliberal experiments. Develop-
ments in the economic sphere have been described in great detail by Ilona 
Švihlíková (‘Reforms in the Czech Republic: Towards Social Darwinism’, 
transform! 09/2011).

Ever since 1989, Czech society has been divided roughly into two equal 
halves – one with prevalent left-wing leanings, the other gravitating more to 
the right (but not completely toward neoliberalism) – and this has been 
borne out by election results.

Concepts that have their roots in the communist vision and which are, at the 
very least, extremely critical of, if not directly opposed to, contemporary neo-
liberalism, find their political representation in the transformed Communist 
Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSČM). In this respect, the situation is differ-
ent from the other former socialist countries, including Slovakia. In its docu-
ments, the party has distanced itself legally and ideologically from the Com-
munist Party as a state party in the era of actually-existing socialism, but the 
vast majority of its members have still come from the original party. Through-
out its existence, the KSČM has been consistently characterised by the politi-
cal mainstream as a post-communist party, and all the phenomena associated 
with the traditional understanding of communist ideology and political prac-
tices have been magnified by the mainstream and its media for propaganda 
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purposes. All the indicators that differentiate the KSČM from the past have 
been deliberately ignored and suppressed. Despite this massive propaganda, 
this party became the only political force perceived as representing (at the very 
least) systemic large-scale objections to current political practices. 

Alongside the KSČM, a non-communist radical left has always existed. 
This left-wing grouping, however, has been a lot weaker than the so-called 
communist left wing and it has been quite divided internally. Despite vari-
ous attempts to unite it and to establish it as a relevant nationwide political 
entity, it has never played a significant role. It has occasionally given a good 
account of itself in municipal elections and has done well at the regional lev-
el on a few rare occasions. But it has never asserted itself nationally. None-
theless, this left-wing current is a significant element in the Czech political 
scene. At the very least, it attracts additional people who for various reasons 
like to keep their distance from the communist left. It usually involves 
young or middle-aged people. The vast majority of them vote for the left and 
are prepared to work with it. 

After the social changes in 1989, the Czech elite, which was the hegemon 
of the anti-communist takeover, consolidated its effort to go its own way. 
The strict implementation of neoliberal theories was the road taken. Two 
decades have undoubtedly brought us many valuable insights into neoliber-
al economic theories and their conflict with economic reality. Unfortunate-
ly, a broad swathe of the civil populace has suffered from many of these ex-
periments, not just economically, but also politically and psychologically. 
For a long time, and even now in many respects, a simple discourse has pre-
vailed – communism is the source of all ‘evil’ and the cause of all problems. 
To ensure the creation of this new ideological concept, the necessary instru-
ments were developed at the governmental level. An Institute for the Study 
of Totalitarian Regimes was established. One of its main tasks is to retell the 
history of Czech society to fit the required ideological framework of the ne-
oliberal elites. The configuration of Czech opinion stands in opposition to 
these efforts to create a new Czech history, and this has been substantiated 
by sociological surveys. 

Developments since 1989 have not particularly encouraged a sense in citi-
zens that democracy is a system that ensures the best possible means of ful-
filling their life’s dreams. 

One may want to deduce that ‘communists’ are and always have been anti-
democratic, that the left does not appreciate democracy, and so forth. But it 
is far closer to the truth to say that a certain segment of society has been out-
side the ‘main current’ of social changes, that it did not view these as posi-
tive, and that, even though it has been living under the auspices of demo-
cratic slogans, it has been unable to influence developments through the 
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instruments of democracy. Consequently, it has given up on democracy, or 
at least partly. However, after the last elections, which led to fragmentation, 
an even stronger tendency towards an authoritarian system has revealed it-
self among many citizens (on both the left and on the right). President Miloš 
Zeman, who is striving for greater political power at parliament’s expense, 
has the support of many citizens. Once again, we are hearing voices assert-
ing that a majoritarian electoral system would create political stability. 

The opinion of citizens reflects their economic situation and their socio-
economic expectations. The economic transformation has been described in 
detail by in the above-cited article Ilona Švihlíková. Here are just a few eco-
nomic indicators. The current average wage amounts to 924 euros (gross), 
the average pension is 400 euros (net, 2012). 

The Czech economic transformation with its strict application of neolib-
eral theories led to society’s widespread disillusionment with the fairness of 
social mobility and the organisation of political and social relationships. Be-
fore 1989, people naively imagined capitalism to be a society of relative ma-
terial affluence for practically everyone, without realising that the social se-
curity provided by the socialist system was not eternal and that much of it 
would disappear within a very short time. Czech citizens were not prepared 
for the new reality after 1989. A critical attitude to the present situation, 
however, does not indicate a love for the previous system. Still, the majority 
of the population does not believe (contrary to official propaganda) that the 
former system only had its downsides and defects; it is aware of its positive 
aspects and successes. But, by the same token, it is not calling for its reestab-
lishment.

A certain ‘plebeianism’ and egalitarianism are part of the longstanding 
traditions of Czech society. Nonetheless, that does not signify that society as 
a whole would be pro-socialist (pro-communist). 

For 23 years now the electoral results of the KSCM have oscillated between 
10 and 15 % (with one exception), and the number of its voters has always 
been at least ten times higher than the number of party members: 1990 – 
13.24 %; 1992 – 14.05 %; 1996 – 10.33 % + 1.4 % (Left Bloc – a former part 
of the KSČM); 1998 – 11.03 %; 2002 – 18.51 % (Social Democrats – 30.2 %, 
however, they refused to collaborate with the KSČM); 2006 – 12.81 %; 2010 
– 11.27 %; 2013 – 14.91 %. Insofar as other parties with radical left leanings 
have stood in elections, their results have always been negligible (including 
the Party of Democratic Socialism (SDS), an EL member). 

The real electoral potential of the left (social democrats and communists) 
has for a long time been around 50 %. As recently as 2006, five ‘traditional’ 
parties were elected to parliament – the Social Democrats, the Communists, 
the right-wing hegemon ODS (Civic Democrats), the Christian Democrats, 
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Social Democrats:.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  20.45 %
ANO 2011:  . . . . . . . . . . . . 18.65 %
KSČM: .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  14.91 %
TOP 09: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11.00 %
ODS: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7.72 %
Christian Democrats:.  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6.88 %
Úsvit:.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6.78 %
Green Party: .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3.19 %
Pirate Party: .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 2.66 %
SPOZ (Party of citizens’ rights):.  . 1.51 %
Turnout:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59.48 %

Both graphs: M.Fassmann, ČKMOS, 2013; Governments: left and right wing, respectively 
‘Tos’ and ‘Fis’- Mr. Tošovský´s  and Mr. Fischer´s so-called caretaker governments. Year 
2013 – Estimate by the Czech Ministry of Finance 
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and the Greens (who have actually presented themselves as a right-wing par-
ty in the Czech context). In the next elections (2010) some ‘new’ parties en-
tered the political fray. The Public Affairs (Věci veřejné) party, which was 
subsequently seen as simply the business plan of one entrepreneur, gained 
10.88 % of the vote. Together with the Christian Democrats, the right partly 
fissured and transformed itself into a second right-wing party – TOP 09 
headed by Karel Schwarzenberg. It became the third-strongest party with 
16.7 % of the vote. A party (SPOZ) that was very close to the current presi-
dent Miloš Zeman and which siphoned off a portion of those who normally 
voted for the Social Democrats and Communists just missed reaching the 
parliamentary threshold (4.33 % in 2010). Public Affairs, as a new parlia-
mentary party, then became a destabilising element of the parliament’s 
structure. It then disintegrated, which endangered the governing right-wing 
coalition. 

Nonetheless, the definitive premature end of the right-wing government 
was the result of growing conflicts between individual groupings in the gov-
erning elite represented by right-wing parties (TOP 09 and ODS). 

At the same time, an internal conflict over the role of the hegemon also 
came to a head in these parties. In the run-up to the election this year, it ap-
peared that citizens had lost confidence in the new political entities. Even 
the mass media was against them. Nonetheless, the election results1 once 
again showed that a significant portion of people hope that new parties will 
represent the rebirth of society. This brought two new parties into parlia-
ment – ANO (meaning ‘yes’ in English) and Úsvit přímé demokracie (Dawn 
of Direct Democracy). The concepts on which these parties built their image 
comprised a mix of right-wing and left-wing slogans. 

The first of these parties announced its three priorities: ‘we’ll give people 
work; the same rules for everyone; ensuring that our children will also want 
to live here’. It characterises itself as a party that follows the orientation of 
the European ALDE Party and it defines itself by being neither on the right 
nor the left while, at the same time, criticising traditional parties. Some see 
it as representing something like Berlusconianism. The other entity, Úsvit, 
appeals to the concept of ‘direct democracy’ and defines itself as being in the 
political centre.

It is a positive sign that entities which have political and ideological links 
with European radical-right or neofascist parties and movements have (thus 
far) had relatively little electoral impact, polling around 1  % of the vote. 
Nonetheless, there are areas localities where they receive a much higher per-
centage.

The Communist Party still stirs debate. For most people, this party repre-
sents the visible embodiment of radical left-wing tendencies in society. Its 
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electoral base is relatively stable. On the whole, this gives it a firm foundation, 
but at the same time limits it. To date, the party has never attempted to ‘strad-
dle the middle ground’; it is aware of the big risks this brings, and the mem-
bership base has consistently rejected any kind of ‘social-democratisation’ of 
the party. Calls for ‘modernisation’ inside and outside the party have been 
viewed with great caution. On the other hand, the party leadership under-
stands that it must pursue realistic policies that allow it to at least partly im-
plement its concepts and not just oppose reality. This leads to a certain am-
bivalence, but at the same time, in the past decade, the party has mostly 
managed to successfully marry its critical national role to participation in lo-
cal governments, where it is a coalition partner of the Social Democrats in 
most regions (9 out of 14). These coalitions have been successfully tested in 
regional (district) elections up to now. Voters appreciate them and have facil-
itated their expansion. 

Of course, anti-communism is still one of the most important weapons 
against the left. Nonetheless, the last election campaign showed that it is no 
longer a very effective one. Branding people as ‘Stalinists’, as nostalgic for the 
past, as reformist communists, etc. is attractive for the media. In fact, the only 
entity that is now Stalinist, or neo-Stalinist, is a single internal segment of the 
party (which is also declining somewhat thanks to the aging membership 
base) and, if not for its mention by the media, would not be noticed outside 
the party where it has a negligible influence on political decision-making. 

The KSČM has declared socialism as its long-term goal, which it has de-
scribed as a democratic society of free and equal citizens, a society of political 
and economic pluralism based on the maximum level of civic self-govern-
ment. Emphasis is placed on social justice and on preserving and improving 
the environment. Its conception is anti-militaristic. The party has taken prac-
tical steps focused on specific social problems and offers left-wing solutions 
for them. Socialism is now hardly ever mentioned in this respect. One spe-
cific feature of the party is that it is quite inactive when it comes to foreign af-
fairs. It has observer status with the Party of the European Left, but very 
strong Eurosceptic tendencies prevail among its membership base, in par-
ticular, and the emphasis is on so-called national interests. However, being a 
party with a long-term electoral mandate more significant than those of 
many other European parties with a similar outlook, it not only has a nation-
al responsibility but also an international one, and relations with European 
structures, European integration, the EU and the European radical left can-
not remain marginal concerns especially insofar as  they interest the KSČM’s 
members, supporters and political bodies. Furthermore, the KSČM cannot 
renounce responsibility for left-wing politics in the sensitive Central Europe-
an region, and its political position puts it in a leadership role in this respect.
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A final word about local political crises and their causes. There is a fissure 
in the European system along the axis of the centre and the ‘periphery’. The 
interweaving of local, national, and European power interests, often consoli-
dated by EU policies, is also creating new impulses for the creation and op-
eration of non-traditional parties and movements. In tandem with the weak-
ening of the state and the strengthening of unelected, yet more powerful, 
transnational economic structures, new channels are being created to make 
profits and line pockets with public money. In some places, they involve cor-
rupt, clientelist structures; elsewhere, they are ‘softer’ in nature, and remain 
out of the public gaze. From the outset in the Czech Republic, these structures 
have grown and spread in parallel with the formation of a new political order, 
both at the central and regional level. And this has become ever more tightly 
entwined with the state in terms of personnel, the funding of political entities, 
lobbying, etc. The war against corruption and the declaration of this war as 
an election slogan has won favour with Czech voters. It involves the dilemmas 
of traditional structures that have been cut off from their resources and where 
new rivals have been making undue profits and rents.

The right-wing Slovak politician Iveta Radičová has described contempo-
rary Slovak and Czech democracy as ‘nomenklatura democracy’, which, in 
the historical context of the communist past, can be understood as a democ-
racy that is only for the ruling elites. In this respect there is not much of a 
difference if right-wing parties or Czech Social Democrats are in power.

There is also a distinctive crisis among the Social Democrats. Their inter-
nal rift and strain is not the result of personal animosities (even though the 
media interprets it that way) but a manifestation of major conflicts between 
individual interest groups. Other things that have played a significant role 
in this respect are conflicts between the regions and the centre and diverg-
ing ideas as to what should be done about Czech neoliberal capitalism.

In terms of Marxist analysis, it is possible to say in summary that although 
Czech society is not in crisis social conflicts are on the rise, both in terms of 
their number and intensity as well as their destructiveness. Consequently, 
society is heading toward a social systemic crisis. At the same time, no real 
concepts have emerged as to how to avoid this crisis or how to use it for a 
radical transformation of society. The Czech left has also absented itself in 
this respect, as have those whom we have become accustomed to labelling 
radical.

Note
1 Results of parliamentary elections—October 2013:

Social Democrats: 20.45 %; ANO 2011: 18.65 %; KSČM: 14.91 %; TOP 09: 11.00 %; 
ODS: 7.72 %; Christian Democrats: 6.88 %; Úsvit: 6.78 %; Green Party:  3.19 %; Pirate 
Party: 2.66 %; SPOZ (Party of citizens’ rights): 1.51 %; Turnout:  59.48 %
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With a vote of 41.5 % for the CDU/CSU, the election results in Germany 
reflect a broad acceptance of Angela Merkel’s policies. She is regarded 

as the guarantor of a strong Germany in Europe and is credited with the 
successful management of the crisis, with Germany’s well-being thanks to 
austerity policies also at home and the reforms already introduced during 
the Red-Green coalition government. The Chancellor and the economic and 
power-political bloc behind her have received almost an absolute majority 
for the foreign- and domestic-policy course pursued. The SPD as well as the 
Greens, who had decisively promoted this course in the past, were not able 
convincingly to portray themselves as alternatives in the electoral campaign, 
but were rightly perceived as mere modifiers of that course. 

Although the SPD was able to slightly increase its votes to 25.7 %, this still 
is its second worst result in history. At 4.8 % the FDP remained below the 5 % 
electoral threshold, so that for the first time since 1945 liberalism has no di-
rect political representation in the Bundestag. With 8.6 % Die LINKE (the 
Left Party) became the third-strongest political power, coming in before the 
Greens, who at 8.4 % remained below their expected level. For the first time, 
a right-wing populist force could become an option to the right of the CDU/
CSU, even if it still could not get into the Bundestag in these elections. The 
Pirates at 2.2 % remained far behind the results they had achieved in 2011 at 
federal state level. They proved unable to use the time since autumn 2011 to 
further develop their demands for a reform of political institutions through 

A Political Earthquake in Germany

The	Results	of	the	Parliamentary	Elections	of	September	22

Cornelia Hildebrandt



150	

increased transparency and participation as well as the development of new 
forms of political organisation adapted to the age of digital revolutions. 

The seats in the Bundestag are thus distributed among four parties: CDU/
CSU, SPD, Die LINKE and the Greens, representing 84.2 % of the votes cast. 
In evaluating the political relations of power it should to be noted that the 
bourgeois camp consisting of CDU/CSU, FDP, AfD and Free Voters (Freie 
Wähler) – with a total vote percentage of over 50 % – has been strengthened. 
The ‘left’ camp comprising SPD, Greens and Die LINKE got just short of 
43 % of the votes. This means that the allocation of seats in the Bundestag in 
terms of pure arithmetic consists of a ‘left’ majority (SPD, Greens and Die 
LINKE) with 320 seats as opposed to 311 seats for the CDU/CSU. However, 
this majority will have no political effect, for neither the SPD nor the Greens 
want it, nor is there a social project which could currently be represented by 
a ‘left’ parliamentary majority. 

Bundestag Elections 2013 
Results, gains and losses compared to 2009

In percentages

41.5 25.7 8.6 8.4 4.8 4.7 2.2 4.1

CDU/
CSU

SPD LINKE Greens FDP AfD Piraten Others

Allocation of seats

SPD

LINKE

Greens

CDU/CSU

192

64

63

311

Source: Bundeswahlleitung
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What Is behind Merkel’s success?
‘Germany is doing well’, was the Chancellor’s message during the cam-

paign – and that she guaranteed things will stay that way. She was the one 
who in 2010 had involved the trade unions in a new form of crisis corporat-
ism by means of the car scrapping premium and short-time work and so 
seemingly kept the European financial-market and Euro crises away from 
Germany. In June 2013, 71 % of Germans regarded their situation as very 
good or good and likewise for Germany’s economic situation which only 
26 % considered bad or very bad. The official unemployment rate amounted 
to 6.6 % in September 2013 and affected 2.8 million people. But this did not 
include the 25 % who are precarious workers – the highest rate within the 
EU – and the 1.5 million people who have not found employment since the 
introduction of the Hartz Laws in 2005. A ‘good mood’ prevailed along with 
the sense that ‘the crisis was yesterday, nobody is talking about it any more’. 
For the majority of Germans the crisis remained an event they only heard of 
from media reports.1 This means that the parliamentary elections were not 
about how to shape the future, but about a ‘diffuse longing for a permanent 
present’.2 No experiments, no references to the crises which just outside Ger-
many’s doors have led to the bitterest misery in the countries of southern 
Europe under the diktat of the Troika. There was no serious debate about 
the responsibility of the German federal government for this in the German 
election campaigns. This snapshot of the German electorate reflects their 
privileged position in comparison to what is happening to the countries of 
southern Europe. While the unemployment rate was 6.8 % in Germany it av-
eraged 10.5 % in the entire EU and 11.4 % in the Eurozone countries.3 

On the opposition’s results 

The SPD’s poor showing is due to its indecisive political orientation. On 
the one hand, with Peer Steinbrück it tried to put itself forward as competent 
in the financial and economic policies it had introduced through the 2005 
Hartz laws during the Red-Green government coalition and thus as the force 
largely responsible for the current German success. At the same time it tried 
to position itself on the left with demands such as those for a minimum 
wage, limits on the use of temporary work, rescinding the raising of the re-
tirement age to 67, tax hikes as well as the raising of the top rates, the rein-
troduction of the inheritance tax, etc. Yet the party did not win voters away 
from the bourgeois camp or from Die LINKE. Its strategy of trying, with the 
Greens, to push Die LINKE out of parliament has clearly failed. A Red-
Green project alone does not add up to a majority. By rejecting Red-Red-
Green it has lost its only chance of forming a government. 
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The Greens, riding on their success in the 2010 and 2011 federal state elec-
tions and their good results in opinion polls on the federal level, formulated 
their ‘government programme’ as a party capable of ‘shaping society’, aim-
ing at an electorate beyond the classic Green milieu and targeting new bour-
geois strata. The modern society of the future is to be associated with an en-
ergy turn, ecological transformation and social justice. Consequently, the 
focus of the Greens’ election campaign was not only on the classically green 
questions such as a turn in energy policy, environmental and climate poli-
cies, genetic engineering and consumer protection but also on issues of re-
distribution such as an increase of the top income tax rate to 49 %, the rein-
troduction of the inheritance tax, a temporary levy on property, minimum 
wages, restrictions on the use of temporary work and the introduction of a 
public employment sector (third sector). With these demands the Greens re-
acted to the growing importance of the social question, thus delineating a 
red-green project without, however, at the same time independently devel-
oping their core competence in their own areas. In addition, as the ‘party of 
higher earners’ they were hurt by their own patronising gesture in proposing 
a ‘Veggie Day’ (one day in the week in which public canteens do not offer 
meat). That Green positions on paedophilia were inadequately dealt with 
weighed even more heavily. As the ‘most honest party’ in Germany, accord-
ing to polls, they lost credibility and support as a consequence of this issue 
being very prominently projected by the media. 

That both the SPD and the Greens already hastily retracted their central 
campaign demands before the first exploratory talks took place with the 
CDU/CSU, especially those regarding the reform of the tax law, ultimately 
means the subordination of their social-justice demands to power-politics 
considerations as parts of a CDU/CSU-led government. Whether the Greens 
become a hinge between the left and the right camps is still unclear and 
mostly depends on whether the FDP manages to become a politically impor-
tant power again. By adhering to the basic pillars of neoliberal politics it has 
lost its function and descended into insignificance. 

The performance of the Alternative for Germany (AfD) is very significant 
– a populist party was able to insert itself to the right of the CDU/CSU for 
the first time. Already in June 2013 an Allensbach poll4 indicated that the 
solution of the Euro-crisis could be decisive for election results. Among the 
problems respondents felt the government should tackle, German support 
for other EU-countries took third place with 74 % of those interviewed. 
More than 60 % cited the solution of the Euro crisis. With Merkel’s alleged 
left turn and the taboo on EU policy issues the road was free for right-wing 
criticism of Merkel’s crisis management along with the bank and economic 
interests behind her. The AfD calls for ‘an orderly dissolution of the Euro-
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zone. Germany does not need the Euro’ (the AfD’s electoral campaign pro-
gramme).

At 8.6 % and thus as the third strongest force in the country, Die LINKE 
scored a remarkable success. It was able to clearly position itself as the party 
of social justice within Germany’s social and political landscape and also as 
a party capable of putting aside its internal conflicts to the benefit of joint 
struggles. In all the federal states of western Germany with the exception of 
Bavaria and Baden-Wuerttemberg, Die LINKE surpassed the 5 % bar; it got 
21.6 % of eastern German votes. 53.3 % of its voters come from federal states 
in western Germany, 46.7 % from federal states in eastern Germany. Die 
LINKE still commanded the loyalty of a part of those who are increasingly 
dropping out of the political system: workers and, most of all, the unem-
ployed. The share of the party among the unemployed amounted to 23 %.  

 

Occupation CDU SPD FDP Die 
LINKE Greens Pirates AfD 

All	 42	%	 26	%	 		5	%	 		8	%	 		8	%	 		2	%	 		5	%	

Blue-Collar	Workers	 35	%	 27	%	 		3	%	 13	%	 		4	%	 		4	%	 		6	%	

White-Collar	Workers 39	%	 26	%	 		5	%	 		8	%	 11	%	 		3	%	 		5	%	

Self-Employed	 49	%	 14	%	 10	%	 		6	%	 11	%	 		2	%	 		5	%	

Pensioners	 49	%	 28	%	 		4	%	 		8	%	 		4	%	 		0	%	 		4	%	

Unemployed 24	%	 26	%	 		4	%	 23	%	 		8	%	 		5	%	 		3	%	

Comparing the 2013 Bundestag election results of Die LINKE to those of 
2009, the party lost 1.4 million voters. Of these, 13.2 % returned to the SPD 
(17.4 % in the West, 7.8 % in the East), 6.6 % went to the newly-founded AfD 
(8.0 % in the West, 4.8 % in the East), while 10.8 % joined the non-voters. 
However, when looking at these figures, we have to bear in mind that in June 
2012 Die LINKE was at only 5 % in opinion polls. This was the consequence 
of the party’s conflict-ridden development after 2009, which was character-
ised by political infighting. Only with the adoption in 2011 of the new party 
programme was the basis laid for a pluralist LINKE. In June 2012 the party’s 
leadership crisis was overcome with the election of Katja Kipping and Bernd 
Riexinger as the new chairpersons. 

Resting on these foundations, Die LINKE could present itself in the elec-
tion campaign as the party of social justice with the slogan ‘100 per cent so-
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cial’ and accompany this with concrete demands, among others a minimum 
wage of 10 Euros, abolition of the Hartz IV laws as a neoliberal instrument 
of labour market regulation and, until that goal is reached, a 500 Euro in-
crease in standard social security payments, the abolition of the raised re-
tirement age at 67, the combatting of temporary agency work and further 
privatisation of public services. Die LINKE rejects the foreign deployment of 
the Federal Armed Forces. It was the only party to demand an immediate 
halt to the policies of the Troika and its programmes of social regression and 
cutbacks in the European Union. However, with these demands it has so far 
been able to reach only a part of society.

Therefore, on the road to becoming a party critical of capitalism and seek-
ing a fundamental political change, Die LINKE must develop its left profile 
within everyday life in such a way that it can win majorities and participate 
actively in social and political alliances as a learner. Die LINKE must never 
again squander its success through political infighting and power struggles 
but, on the basis of its programme, must develop itself as an organisation 
and anchor alternative projects concretely at the local level. It must – as 
should the rest of the left in Europe – become more European.  n

translated	by	Hilde	Grammel

Notes
1 See Richard Detje/Wolfang Menz, Sarah Nies/Dieter Sauer/Joachim Bischoff. 2013 

Krisenerfahrungen und Politik [Experiences of the Crisis and Politics]. VSA Verlag. 
Hamburg. 

2 Bundestagswahl 2013: Das bedrohte Paradies. Deutschland zwischen Plätscher-Party 
und brodelnder Unruhe [Parliamentary Elections 2013: The Endangered Paradise. Ger-
many between a Water Splashing Party and Rumbling Unrest] http://www.rheingold-
marktforschung.de/veroeffentlichungen/artikel/Wahl_2013_Das_bedrohte_Paradies.
html

3 Source: Statista http://de.statista.com
4 The Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach (IfD) is one of the most respected opinion 

and market research institutes in Germany.
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Since the sequence of presidential and legislative elections in 2012, the Left 
Front (Front de gauche) has been riven by a series of serious disputes that 

have kept it from recovering the unity of action that it once had. The strat-
egy to adopt in drawing up the candidate lists for the municipal elections of 
March 20141 is, of course, at the heart of the dispute. But to reduce the con-
troversies to this level would be a caricature. If the disagreements among 
partners or within organisations often crystallise around strategy to imple-
ment for the municipal elections, everyone understands that the different 
positions have to do with much more than the elections. They address the 
very definition of the Left Front and therefore require some reflection on 
what this name really conveys.

Our hypothesis is that the future of the assembled anti-liberal forces, its 
potential and its challenges, cannot be formulated without analysing the 
ambiguity of the name itself: Left Front. The complexity of its different 
meanings is reflected in its short but rich history. On the one hand, by over-
coming electoral and social hurdles the Left Front has acquired considerable 
political importance. Starting as a somewhat vague political entity, it has be-
come an identifiable and looked-for political factor. Despite the disagree-
ments within it, a number of people have declared affiliation with it and 
want to participate in its development. On the other hand, because it has 
reached its primary objective, which was to contribute, with 4 million vot-
ers, to the ousting of Sarkozy and the right, it must now position itself at a 

A Vademecum of France’s Left Front: 
Alliance, Social Force, Political 
 Responsibility

Yann Le Lann
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time when a left majority is in power but its two main components, the So-
cialist Party (PS) and Europe Ecology The Greens (EELV), want to avoid a 
discussion on national policy with a left party. This is a political landscape 
that has not been seen for 30 years.2

The conjunction of these two developments explains the differing mean-
ings of the name: The old meanings clash with the new, while the new are 
still gestating. The meaning of the name has become the subject of a more 
or less productive debate over terms that are increasingly complex and dif-
ficult to unravel.

In actual fact, the name refers to political objects that change depending 
on the goals attached to them. If the ongoing debate is going to lead any-
where, we must, in my opinion, come to an agreement on the terms. Seman-
tically, in fact, a ‘left front’ can mean three things. I propose we start with 
three definitions:

- Alliance (I)
- Social force (II)
- Political responsibility (III)

Given the current complexity of the debates, due as much to disagree-
ments as to successes, we need to deconstruct the term ‘left front’ in order 
to understand how its meanings fit into the realities of unity, power and an-
ticipation that it reflects.

Alliance

Alliance is the primary meaning of ‘left front’. It is a call to active unity to 
assert a combative left.

zz Alliance is primary. Definition on this level is the most difficult to 
understand because the ‘value’ of this sort of alliance depends on its 
connection with other meanings of ‘left front’. When it crushes other 
potential definitions, a left front is considered a cartel. Activists as well 
as leaders then decry the risk of sclerosis. Moreover, there is a risk that 
comes from reliance on unity solely at leadership level. When the act of 
alliance is not repeated and maintained, notably by the parties, other 
potential definitions of left front fall by the wayside.

zz When anti-liberal forces on the left are not united, the tendency to 
become marginalised is rapid and violent, as we have seen at the time of 
the 2007 elections. When the social-transformation left is weakened 
over the long run, the unity of the forces that compose it is transformed 



A
 V

a
d

em
ecu

m
 of Fra

n
ce’s Left Fron

t: A
llia

n
ce, So

cia
l Force, P

olitica
l  R

esp
on

sib
ility

	 157

into a condition of existence. Alliance is primary, historically, but it is 
also primary logically, since a series of other possible definitions cannot 
exist without it.

zz The alliance goes beyond the electoral process. The act of alliance 
often is confused with an electoral process or with the range of candi-
date lists presented. We then speak of ‘left front lists’: the combination 
of the candidates’ different party affiliations becomes the meaning of 
‘left front’ in this instance. This is reductive. The political act of alli-
ance, which in 2008 led to the Left Front, was organised around the call 
of the French Communist Party (PCF) and the positive response of the 
Party of the Left and the United Left. It was a symbolic act of unity sig-
nalling a shared sense of the need to confront neoliberalism. The Left 
Front was then constructed as a global front rather than a simple elec-
toral alliance. The community of activists has justifiably aimed at going 
beyond the limits of the initial agreement and in so doing concretely 
redefined the contours of the grouping, depending on the place and the 
issues involved.

zz The alliance betokens the re-foundation of a liberated militant left. It 
affirms the failure of a PS that was incapable of modifying its relation-
ship with neoliberalism in 2008. Despite its No vote on the European 
Constitutional Treaty in 2005, its message reloads at least to some 
extent the imaginary of the market-driven logic. The alliance in effect 
signifies a project of bringing together people who are looking for a left 
alternative project of social organisation, starting from the premise that 
the commodification of people, their activities, the environment and 
money is a threat to the emancipatory dynamic resting on social and 
democratic struggles.

Social force

The Left Front is a social force. This is its second definition. The trials of 
representative democracy that it has undergone while finding its electorate 
have allowed it to build on its alliance and become a social force. The Left 
Front still cannot be reduced to being a merely electoral phenomenon. Its 
dynamic implies that its action is reaffirming a permanent return of the 
people to politics – at the ballot box, in the street, in the clash of ideas, in the 
production of action that lends credibility to an alternative to liberal capital-
ism. As such, concentrating solely on municipal elections, and relegating the 
struggle against pension reform to a secondary priority, constitutes an error 
as to the very identity of the Left Front.
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zz Electoral consolidation. The transition beyond an electoral alliance 
was a gradual process, one of whose defining moments was the presi-
dential election of 2012. Support gained during the 2008 regional elec-
tions, then in elections to the European Parliament in 2009, essentially 
enabled the remobilisation of a Communist electorate. Starting with 
this basis, the 2012 election results reflected the coming together of a 
left electorate with diverse orientations (New Anti-capitalist Party, 
Greens, PS) but with a shared criticism of the liberal options pursued 
by the Greens and the PS. Results in 2009, 2010 and 2012 allowed the 
Left Front process to be counted among political forces that were iden-
tified, looked for and listened to.

zz The search for a lasting popular and rural base. Despite repeated Left 
Front campaigns projecting a clear political position, the consolidation 
of its electorate remains fragile. As a social force, the Left Front inevita-
bly must question the two prongs of its strategy: appeal to those who 
already have cast a vote in its favour (4 million in the presidential elec-
tion) and at the same time go beyond this electorate, which is insuffi-
ciently anchored in popular milieus and rural areas. Its strong inroads 
in city centres among white collar workers and middle-level professions 
need to be consolidated, but the paths to the politicisation of the broad-
er population remain to be found. Combatting political abstentionism 
in these low-skilled social categories that are far from large urban cen-
tres means truly going beyond the logic of representation. The rallying 
of the popular classes, which are particularly aware of how unfavoura-
ble to them the relations of force within liberal capitalism are, can only 
occur by permanently involving them. Without their massive participa-
tion as a force for pressure and political proposals, nothing will change.

zz Being tested in the context of social struggles. Being put to the test of 
social mobilisations, in their different forms from demonstrations to 
the activity of organisations and associations, is therefore as crucial for 
the Left Front as elections because these kinds of involvement demon-
strate the front’s ability to cooperate with trade-unionists, associations, 
movements and all of the people who wish to fight for social rights in 
the 21st century. The enormous gathering on 18 March 2012 at the Place 
de la Bastille, which turned into a combination of electoral and protest 
meeting, shows the power of a political conception that makes of voting 
not the only political activity but just one of a long list of activities that 
include occupation, protest, speaking out or running things. Consoli-
dating and enlarging the Left Front’s electoral base necessarily depend 
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on a commonality of action with the popular classes, actions that are 
not exclusively electoral.

Political responsibility

Imminent municipal elections across 36,000 French municipalities will be 
a new test. At issue is the pursuit of a left front strategy taking account of the 
diversity of situations confronting activists. The national policy carried out 
by the left (PS and Europe Ecology The Greens), will assuredly be at the 
heart of the political debate. Nevertheless, in the light of the municipal elec-
tions, the subordination of all political positions developed at the local level 
to the Front’s national positions criticising the government’s austerity policy 
paradoxically favours, in the minds of the people, the already widespread 
notion that the power of the markets is too strong to permit significant 
change. Against this, however, the Left Front should actively demonstrate 
that Municipal Councils have options other than austerity, if local authori-
ties join with popular forces in a common struggle. Revolutionary munici-
pal policies have been systematically built around the goal of widening the 
margins for giving back power to the people. They recognise the fact that the 
constraints determined by the government, by the markets or by the Euro-
pean Commission are not immutable. Awareness of the complexity of the 
municipal elections confers a double responsibility on the militants and 
leaders of the Left Front.

zz The ethics of responsibility for the members of the alliance 
The constellation to be built for the municipal elections cannot take the 
same form in all places. Despite the diversity of situations, the primary 
imperative for activists and their leaders should be to preserve the alli-
ance. We know the price of disunity and the rewards of unity. When 
there are local strategic disagreements over what electoral list to pre-
sent, these disagreements should not be dramatised and amplified as if 
they were disagreements over essentials. Fundamentally, if the Left 
Front is not simply an alliance but on the way to becoming a force for 
social change, it cannot be totally threatened by a disagreement over an 
election. It is the responsibility of the protagonists to develop, indepen-
dently of elections, a common motivation to overcome the weakness of 
the left in its current form. This ethic of responsibility is, I believe, only 
a minimum requirement at the present time. It must be completed by 
an ethic of conviction.
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zz An ethic of conviction for Left Front activists 
We must maintain the conviction that the political acts of unification 
put in place by the activists can bring about the resurgence of a popular 
intervention that can have impact. The forces of the Left Front, in the 
unity that they incarnate, must base their activity on an analysis that 
critically acompanies the political acts intended to enlarge the social 
and electoral base. The alliance that the Left Front has achieved 
between Socialists and Communists is a first move towards the shared 
wish to establish the Left Front as a political force above divisions and 
with the capacity to take action. It has to find ways – through the vote, 
through speaking out and through taking action – to let the dominated 
and currently instrumentalised classes recover the sense of their power 
to act. In this light, the next European elections should be thought of as 
a key moment for popular self-expression against austerity.

Disagreement on one of these three terms – voting, speaking out and tak-
ing action – does not mean that the others become inoperative. Voting has 
its limitations, as we have seen. Speaking out has its limits too, since other 
forces also lay claim to being the voice of the people. That leaves the need to 
take action. If the people only get down to business for presidential elections 
and only sporadically at certain other electoral moments, then the people 
are weak and willing to delegate: a people that grumbles but does not act, a 
people that does not do. It is our conviction that the people can ‘do’ better 
than to delegate politics at the time of the presidential election and subordi-
nate itself to the dominant class. And if they do better in this way, then an 
electoral disagreement never will be able to destroy the left’s Front.  n

translated	by	Deborah	Davis-Larrabee

Notes
1 Municipal elections are held simultaneously in 36,000 municipalities with widely vary-

ing political configurations.
2 The Left Front, therefore, had no alternative but to organise two large demonstrations 

– against the European Fiscal Pact and against austerity policies – while its deputies in 
the Assembly voted against the Socialist government’s 2014 Budget.
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From the perspective of economic policy initiatives, one of most notable 
developments since Croatia’s entry into the EU on 1 July 2013 is an inten-

sified drive towards completing the privatisation process of the remaining 
publicly owned assets. Though for now still predominantly a matter of a pol-
itics of announcements, the determination of the political class to ‘mop up’ 
and push for an accelerated completion of the transition towards a fully-
fledged capital-driven economy is being made loud and clear. The coalition 
government, led by the Social Democrats, thus recently announced the im-
mediate selling off of 28 state-owned companies, including such major assets 
as the ports of Rijeka, Ploče, Zadar and Šibenik, seven airports (Osijek, Pula, 
Rijeka, Zadar, Split, Dubrovnik, Zagreb), the national lottery, the postal ser-
vice Hrvatska pošta, the national airline Croatia Airlines, and the largest pro-
ducer of artificial fertilisers in the region, Petrokemija in Kutina (to name just 
a few)1. This already ambitious list is completed by plans to ‘monetise’ Croa-
tia’s highways, i.e. grant concessions for operating them to private firms for a 
period of 40-50 years, and by statements from the controversial mayor of Za-
greb, Milan Bandić, announcing the imminent restructuring and subsequent 
privatisation of companies in the ownership of the large city-owned enter-
prise Zagreb Holding. Given the importance of the capital for the country’s 
economy – approximately 1.1 million of Croatia’s 4.4 million inhabitants live 
in metropolitan Zagreb – the broader economic and social implications of 
these assets changing into private hands cannot be underestimated. 

Croatia After EU Accession 

Stipe Ćurković
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This push for privatisation is flanked by a whole package of new labour 
legislation currently in the making, aiming at the further deregulation and 
flexibilisation of the labour market and the promotion and normalisation of 
what until recently were considered atypical forms of employment, ranging 
from part-time work to temporary-agency employment. To this have to be 
added persistent (but thus far largely failed) attempts to change existing leg-
islation regulating higher education, which, in the name of promoting ‘ex-
cellence’, aim at effectively curtailing the autonomy of universities, make 
them to an even greater extent financially dependent on the collection of tu-
ition fees and more responsive to the demands of the labour market and im-
pose models of governance emulating market mechanisms. 

The rationale underlying these policies is lifted straight out of the neolib-
eral catechism holding sway over the economic thinking of the political 
class and their associated ‘experts’. Market solutions are widely promoted as 
the only remedy for Croatia’s economic predicaments, while official dis-
course is permeated with invocations of ‘entrepreneurial initiative’ and for-
eign direct investment, the surge of which the government sees as its duty to 
actively facilitate. The fact that Croatia is suffering its fifth successive year 
of economic downturn, with an aggregate decline in GDP of 11.7 % in the 
crisis period 2009-20132, accompanied by an official unemployment rate of 
16.7 % in August 2013 (i.e. at the peak of the tourist season, when unemploy-
ment traditionally drops) and a youth unemployment rate of 52 % in the sec-
ond quarter of 20133, may in part explain this intensification of efforts to 
complete the neoliberal transformation of socio-economic relations. But it 
also serves as a convenient legitimation strategy and a means to stifle public 
debates which may question the social and political implications and desir-
ability of the transformation. Official (and mainstream media) discourse on 
the crisis thus construes it as a form of ‘state of exception’ calling for imme-
diate and radical reforms. At the same time it effaces the political content of 
these reforms and narrows public debates down to the ostensibly purely ad-
ministrative question of the most appropriate time frame for their realisa-
tion. The plausibility of these arguments depends to a large extent on point-
ing to the ‘insufficient modernisation’ of Croatian society as the chief cause 
of the crisis and current economic difficulties. Hindered by an allegedly still 
widespread ‘socialist mentality’ and the ensuing susceptibility to ‘populism’ 
of large parts of the population, the full realisation of the ‘necessary but un-
popular measures’, which would make Croatia’s economy more competitive 
and thus prosperous, has, according to official wisdom, already been de-
layed for too long – with dire consequences. Against this background, advo-
cates of neoliberal policies can then play the role of heroic modernisers de-
termined to do what is ‘objectively required’, without flinching.
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Yet a closer inspection of this posturing soon reveals its decidedly less he-
roic foundations. The virtual absence of serious interest amongst Croatian 
politicians and mainstream pundits in the structural causes of the global 
crisis and, especially, in its critical manifestations in the European Union 
and the structural flaws it has revealed in the latter’s economic and institu-
tional architecture, does not merely indicate short-sightedness or incompe-
tence. Rather, it is a symptom of a peculiar form of selective blindness, 
which, in turn, is the result of what could be termed ‘ideological path depen-
dency’.

Accession to the EU has for decades functioned as a kind of eschatological 
fantasy in the country’s dominant political imagination. The Yugoslav debt 
crisis of the 1980s and the resulting crisis of the Yugoslav project itself re-en-
forced the investment of Croatian elites (and not only the elites) in ‘Europe-
anisation’ as a panacea for all of the country’s economic, social and political 
ills.4 Despite common misconceptions, often actively nurtured by many of its 
liberal critics, Croatian nationalism was in its fundamental self-conception 
never a truly autarchic project. Tuđman himself on numerous occasions 
identified his personal historical mission as facilitating Croatia’s ‘return into 
the fold of Western civilisation’, where it had supposedly always belonged. 
Underneath its idiosyncratic, archaic rhetorical expression, this formula ef-
fectively translated into a programme of full-scale capitalist restoration and 
European integration. Nationalism was to make this possible by violently 
severing all political, economic and cultural links to the backward Balkans 
and the prison of the socialist Yugoslav federation, which kept Croatia from 
realising its long-awaited ‘return to Europe’. The political efficacy of this nar-
rative was provided by the asymmetries of development among the different 
Yugoslav republics. As the crisis of the 1980s unfolded, even many members 
of the League of Communists in Slovenia and Croatia, the economically most 
developed republics, increasingly perceived their obligations to the federal 
budget as an unacceptable and parasitic draining of their hard-earned re-
sources. Economic (proto)-nationalism soon escalated into its ideologically 
full-blown and emphatically political version as the threat of recentralisation 
and loss of autonomy (pushed by the IMF and the EC among others) under 
the leadership of Slobodan Milošević, who himself had ridden a wave of re-
surgent Serb nationalism to power, became increasingly palpable. 

Croatian nationalism indeed managed to sever its links with Yugoslavia,5 

but as it increasingly became obvious that Tuđman was steering the country 
toward relative international isolation, rather than toward a swift entrance 
into the European Union, the appeal of his policies started to decline signif-
icantly.6 Soon after Tuđman’s death, his party, HDZ (Hrvatska demokratska 
zajednica – Croatian Democratic Union), paid the price by being ousted in 
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the 2000 elections by a coalition led by Ivica Račan’s SDP (Socijaldemokrats-
ka partija – Social Democratic Party). As each government has done ever 
since, Račan’s government saw it as its explicit mandate to complete the 
journey – initiated but eventually blocked by Tuđman – and lead Croatia 
‘from the Balkans into Europe’, dropping all excessive ideological ballast 
along the way. If for Tuđman it had been the Yugoslav framework which had 
to be abandoned at any cost to ensure Croatia’s ‘return to Europe’, in an 
ironic twist of historical fate, it was time for Tuđman’s crude ethno-chauvin-
ism to be thrown overboard.

In consequence, the Račan years are still widely perceived as marking a 
decisive ‘pro-European’ turn in Croatia’s political orientation. Despite being 
marred by seemingly endless petty conflicts within the governing coalition 
(which eventually contributed to its electoral defeat in 2003 in favour of a 
reformed and ‘Europeanised’ HDZ led by Ivo Sanader), this period saw the 
economic fortunes of the country turn around with the beginning of a phase 
of continuous growth at an annual average of 4.2 % of GDP in the pre-crisis 
period 2000-2008.7 Dependent on a continuous expansion of credit-fuelled 
consumption, this trend came to an abrupt halt when the shock waves of the 
global economic crisis hit Croatia in 2009 and GDP dropped by 6.9  %.

The pre-crisis period of debt-fuelled growth in combination with the pros-
pect of EU accession (and the future prosperity associated with it) encour-
aged a certain blithe disregard for the structural weaknesses of Croatia’s 
economy – above all, the fragility and dangers inherent in a foreign-credit 
and consumption-led model of development, an overpriced currency effec-
tively pegged to the Euro, the resulting persistent trade deficit and continu-
ing deindustrialisation and high unemployment, all of which has been ac-
companied by continuously rising inequality, the unremitting erosion of 
social and labour rights and an increasingly indebted population. 

With the end of growth, all of these problems have now come to the fore. 
This to a large extent accounts for the new found determination among 

establishment representatives to aggressively pursue policies whose full im-
plementation seemed less urgent under conditions of continuous growth 
and were in part deterred by the perspective of dire electoral repercussions 
for those presiding over them. 

In addition, the goal of EU accession, which for so long has served as the 
ultimate legitimation for every socio-economic policy, has now been formal-
ly achieved. This, however, carries its own risks. One of the fundamental 
virtues of the European integration narrative has been its immense capacity 
to build consent by projecting the desired and/or promised outcomes of neo-
liberal policies into a future beyond the threshold of EU membership, and 
thus – by definition – beyond the reach of immediate empirical refutation. 
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With this ‘future’ now having become the present, the hegemonic efficacy of 
this narrative is in danger of disintegrating under the pressure of spreading 
disillusionment. The fact that Croatia has entered the EU in the moment of 
its most severe crisis, with seemingly endless cycles of austerity in store, can 
only accelerate this process. 

Croatia’s ‘political class’ and establishment pundits bemoaned the growth 
of ‘Euro-scepticism’ in the population even before EU accession. It may, 
however, be more appropriate instead to speak of ‘Euro-fatalism’, given that 
it has (for now) mostly taken the form of cynical resignation. ‘Euro-fatalism’ 
also seems to encapsulate the prevailing attitude of much of the establish-
ment itself, as the earlier ‘Europhile’ discourse is increasingly being dis-
placed by open references to the inevitability of surrender to policy dictates 
originating in Brussels. Even at their rhetorically most offensive, the spokes-
men of further neoliberal ‘reforms’ eventually contradict their own proac-
tive posing when effectively construing themselves in the same breath as 
mere administrators and local enforcers of policy guidelines received from 
above. That this glaring contradiction should result in cynicism towards the 
political process as such is no surprise.

Yet, cynicism and ‘passive consent’ could very soon be replaced by active 
challenges to the status quo. Even if meant to pacify, the formula ‘There is no 
alternative!’ carries the risk of triggering revolt, not least because of its effec-
tively antidemocratic implications. The current policy offensive may also be 
an attempt to anticipate such a turn of events and milk the ‘Europeanisation’ 
narrative for the last drop of ideological legitimation it can still provide, be-
fore counter-hegemonic projects have had the time to form and consolidate. 

Its eventual collapse would open up the space for competing counter-nar-
ratives. This would certainly present a chance for the left, but also carries 
dangers which should not be underestimated. A look at developments in 
neighbouring countries reveals at least two possible scenarios. 

In Hungary, the crisis has swept Victor Orban’s Fidesz to power on a wave 
of xenophobic and nationalist resentment. A similar future development in 
Croatia would probably mean the repetition of ideological responses to the 
crisis and dissolution of Yugoslavia, but this time in the absence of a ready-
made solution in the form of prospective EU membership. Some commenta-
tors have already identified HDZ president Tomislav Karamarko as the most 
plausible candidate for the role of ‘Croatia’s Orban’. Since defeating then 
president Jadranka Kosor in the race for party leadership in May 2012, Kar-
amarko has been attempting to re-consolidate a HDZ weakened by the fall 
and arrest of its one-time ‘moderniser’ Ivo Sanader on corruption charges by 
appealing to the party’s ostensible ‘core values’. These read like a veritable 
neoconservative manifesto. In this context, the recent resurgence of anti-
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Serb sentiments, anti-gay campaigns and ‘anti-communist’ rhetoric may be 
omens of worse things yet to come.

The alternative might be called ‘the Slovenian scenario’. Unlike most post-
socialist states, Slovenia initially escaped the ‘transitional depression’ and its 
dire socio-economic consequences. But since entering the Eurozone in 2007 
all of its former gains were quickly eroded. It too now faces the familiar 
‘transitional’ hydra of deindustrialisation, high unemployment, rising in-
debtedness and austerity policies. Discontent erupted in October 2012 in the 
town of Maribor, initiating a wave of nation-wide protests lasting well into 
2013, which eventually led to the resignation of conservative prime minister 
Janez Janša. Although not much has changed since then in terms of actual 
policy direction, the ‘Slovenian uprising’ did achieve a tectonic shift in po-
litical imagination by – for the first time since independence – making even 
the mainstream media receptive to critical voices from an explicitly anti-
capitalist left. This process has, for the time being, found its culmination in 
the formation on 1 May 2013 of the Initiative for Democratic Socialism.

Even though left forces in Croatia are still relatively weak in comparison, 
significant progress over the past years cannot be denied. The most recent 
privatisation announcements have been met by the organisation of an oppo-
sitional front which includes trade unions, NGOs, feminist organisations, 
various activist groups and left intellectuals. While the success of this cam-
paign remains to be seen and larger organisational questions still linger, this 
and similar initiatives nonetheless represent the most plausible environment 
out of which a genuinely counter-hegemonic bloc could be built.8  n

Notes
1 http://globus.jutarnji.hr/hrvatska/28-drzavnih-tvrtki-hitno-trazi-kupca 
2 www.limun.hr/UserDocsImages/RBAnalize_br51_listopad %202013.pdf 
3 www.business.hr/ekonomija/nezaposlenost-mladih-u-hrvatskoj-52-posto
4 For an account of the history of European integration in the broader Yugoslav context 

see: Andreja Živković, ‘The future lasts a long time: a short history of European integra-
tion in ex-Yugoslavia’, www.criticatac.ro/lefteast/the-future-lasts-a-long-time-a-short-
history-of-european-integration-in-the-ex-yugoslavia-2/ 

5 At a high cost for all of its citizens, but especially for its Serb minority, which saw its per-
centage of the population drop form the pre-war 12.2 % to a current 4.4 %.

6 Of course, ubiquitous corruption scandals and the negative socio-economic impacts of 
the ‘transition’ played their part and contributed to the perception of the later years of 
Tuđman’s rule as a blind alley. 

7 http://www.hnb.hr/statistika/h-ekonomski_indikatori.htm 
8 For a provisional history of the formation of the ‘Croatian New Left’, see the respective 

contributions in: Michael Kraft (ed.), Soziale Kämpfe in Ex-Jugoslawien, Mandelbaum, 
2013. 
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For almost a quarter of a century the Latin American left has stood as an 
unprecedented example of collaboration, reflection and debate.

Since its creation, the São Paulo Forum (FSP), which unites more than 50 
parties of the wider political spectrum of the Latin American left, has 
turned into a joint platform for the convergence and coordination of soli-
dary action generated by its constituent forces; however, it has established 
itself as neither a new international working men’s association nor a joint 
political programme.

Diversity, unity and openness are the elements its members deem vital in 
order to gain access to political power and to reach the goal of regional pro-
gressive integration. 

The idea of creating this platform arose during a discussion between Luiz 
Inácio da Silva, leader at the time of the then recently founded Brazilian 
Workers’ Party (PT), and Fidel Castro, then First Secretary of the Commu-
nist Party of Cuba. In June 1990 the ‘Meeting of Left and Anti-imperialist 
Parties and Organisations of Latin America and the Caribbean’ took place. 
It was launched by the PT in the city of São Paulo. 

This first meeting took place in the aftermath of the fall of the Berlin Wall. 
Debates and campaigns in the media about ‘the death of communism’ dem-
onstrated the determination of the left not to give up on its progressive goals. 
The declaration, which was adopted by the 48 parties and organisations pre-
sent, confirmed their wish to ‘renew the concept of the left and socialism, to 

São Paulo Forum:  
The Experience of a United Left  
and a Changed Latin America

Maite Mola and Obey Ament 
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reassert its emancipatory character, to correct erroneous conceptions, to over-
come all manifestations of bureaucracy and to counteract the total absence of 
real social democracy for the masses’. They rejected ‘all ambitions to harness 
the crisis in Eastern Europe to the promotion of the capitalist establishment’, 
as well as feeding people false hopes vis-à-vis to ‘the inexistent positive as-
pects of liberalism and capitalism’. In addition, changes in the world order 
were analysed, as were the repercussions of these changes on Latin America, 
the impact of neoliberalism and the crisis of ‘real socialism’. Furthermore, a 
first approximation to the question of political strategies was made.

This political platform, which was ultimately named the ‘São Paulo Fo-
rum’, will soon hold its 20th meeting. The meeting will occur in the histori-
cal context of the left’s coming to power in the majority of Latin American 
countries as a result of the Forum’s contribution in the 1990s to the resist-
ance against the neoliberal offensive. 

During the neoliberal offensive of the 1980s and 1990s, which followed the 
debt crisis, IMF remedies were administered: structural adjustments were 
made and economies and countries which had been built during the ‘struc-
turalist’ years were dismantled. These structures had sought to help the 
countries in the region become more independent through increased indus-
trialisation and import substitution. After this, the experimental model ap-
plied during the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet was transformed into a 
model for all civil governments in the American continent, and eventually 
this ideological assault promoted the idea that in a ‘free society’ the ‘free mar-
ket’ and ‘representative democracy’ form an insoluble whole, which thus ex-
cluded Cuban socialism as well as other attempts at alternatives to capitalism. 

In 1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was signed 
by the United States, Mexico and Canada. It represented the first step to-
wards one great continental market: the Free Trade Area of the Americas 
(FTAA). This huge geopolitical project was proposed by George Bush Sr. and 
was born within the context of the Initiative of the Americas which united 
the presidents of the American countries, with the exception of Cuba. The 
Organization of American States (OAS), a political instrument of US hegem-
ony, was transformed into an institutional framework in which the neolib-
eral model was cemented in a ‘Democratic Charter’.

It was in this political climate, characterised by neoliberalism and a new 
offensive of political and economic domination from Washington, that the 
Latin American political and social left developed its resistance. Confronta-
tion with the neoliberal forces paved the way for the conquering of new po-
litical spaces. The prospect of winning power in several countries fostered 
debates during the FSP on questions of political strategies: What alliances 
will lead to victory?  Do we need to get closer to the political centre? What 
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parties can be part of the Forum? What degree of openness is necessary?  
Are armed organisations given a platform within the Forum? What should 
be the tenor of the programme’s content? How should the FSP work?

After victories in Venezuela (1998) and Brazil (2002), the forces of the left 
came to power in Argentina, Bolivia, Uruguay, Ecuador, Nicaragua, El Sal-
vador, Honduras and Paraguay. 

There were improved election results in other states which led to victori-
ous regional and local governments in a number of countries, including 
Mexico. This period also saw the development of great struggles in Ecuador, 
Bolivia and Argentina and a few lessons learnt during failed attempts to 
form alliances with parties of the political centre. These events caused the 
Latin American left to initiate a more focused debate on specific transfor-
mation policies. A rapprochement with the social movements began to form, 
and the FSP started to participate in the World Social Forum. 

The Forum confirmed itself as a pluralistic platform for the coordination 
of political initiatives, witnessing the dawning of a new political era. To en-
able the FSP to operate, coordinate its activities and organise its meetings, a 
Working Group formed of a core of parties and an Executive Secretariat, 
which is based in the city of São Paulo, has been charged with these tasks. 
New parties may be admitted if they declare commitment to the documents 
adopted by the Forum and if the existing member countries collectively ap-
prove their admittance.

The progress achieved was important from a democratic, economic, social 
and cultural point of view. US hegemony and neoliberal ideology have re-
ceded and, thanks to the efforts of progressive governments, new platforms 
for regional integration were formed, such as the Bolivarian Alliance for the 
Peoples of Our Americas (ALBA), Union of South American Nations (UN-
ASUR) and the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CEL-
AC). All three are platforms for political reconciliation, conflict prevention 
and cooperation. Cuba, which in 1962 had been excluded from all regional 
political entities for having chosen a socialist path, today holds the CELAC 
presidency. Besides representing the rectification of an injustice, Cuba’s in-
tegration was a political event of great importance – it was an act of sover-
eignty on the part of the governments in the region. 

Another important event was the resounding rejection of the agreement 
on the Free Trade Area of the Americas by the majority of Latin American 
countries. Since then, the OAS has lost a great deal of its political standing, 
despite efforts by Washington and its allies to lend it new legitimacy. 

With the current crisis which began in 2008/2009, difficulties and obsta-
cles have become more evident; the political and economic model which 
rests on the redistribution of wealth through the exploitation of natural re-
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sources on a capitalist basis is revealing its limits – and they are becoming 
increasingly obvious. The São Paulo Forum debates demonstrate the need 
for left governments to collaborate by expanding their transformation poli-
cies, and it emphasises mutual solidarity in part as an aid in enabling these 
countries to persuade other governments.

Now more than ever, the question of regional, political, economic and so-
cial integration is considered a question of the greatest importance.  

An important element in opposing the offensive launched by the Obama 
administration and its allies is the recently created Pacific Alliance which 
sees Mexico, Colombia, Peru and Chile united against the neoliberal inte-
gration project.  

During the last meeting of the Forum, which took place in the city of São 
Paulo at the end of July 2013, an action plan and a political declaration were 
adopted, paving the way for a series of campaigns and initiatives, including 
solidarity actions with parties taking part in the 2014 elections and a cam-
paign for peace in Colombia. Further campaigns included sending a delega-
tion to countries of the Middle East.

The crisis policies adopted by European countries are a cause for concern 
for the parties of the São Paulo Forum. After speaking about recent popular 
movements which shook all of Brazil earlier this year, Brazilian ex-president 
Lula da Silva warned against the left distancing itself from its peoples in a 
speech given during the Forum’s opening session. He cited the governments 
of José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero and of Italy’s Democratic Party as examples 
of left governments with a rhetoric approximating that of the right. 

For numerous years the FSP and the Party of the European Left have es-
tablished relations to encourage political cooperation which are now bear-
ing fruit; a dialogue on various issues has enabled a better understanding of 
the respective realities and party strategies. This cooperation strives to be 
tangible and relevant rather than just formal and rhetorical. In this spirit, 
two seminars were organised on questions related to immigrants’ rights and 
forms of participation in struggles and in the political life of the countries 
in which they are being integrated. Other meetings have enabled an ex-
change on questions of the crisis of capitalism, the forms of regional integra-
tion and peace.

These kinds of meetings between left forces of different continents could 
be another contribution to the renewal of progressive thinking and the cre-
ation of cooperation platforms for a new form of internationalism.

In a quarter of a century, the São Paulo Forum and its constituent forces 
have managed to change the relations between political forces across the 
whole continent. The transformation accomplished has legitimised the Lat-
in American left in the eyes of people throughout the world.  n
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Political theatre in transformation

Projekt Theater STUDIO/FLEISCHEREI is a multicultural experimental 
theatre company which in 1998 grew out of the international collective, Pro-
jekt Theater-Vienna/New York (founded in 1991). Until 2011 it has deployed 
STUDIO-spaces for political theatre and performance drawing on the herit-
ages of historical avant-gardes, Physical, and ‘Poor Theatre’ (Brecht, Artaud, 
Grotowsky, Müller, Wilson, Schechner, Boal and Brook).   Since 2012 – when 
the company lost its last laboratory space due to funding cutbacks2 – work 
has continued in the form of itinerant theatre performing throughout Vi-
enna and abroad.  Within a matter of years, the group established a sizeable 
body of work and reputation as a classical avant-garde theatre with produc-
tions of Beckett, contemporary women’s plays (Marlene Streeruwitz, El-
friede Jelinek, Hannah Krall, among others), and collective creations.3 

The space owes its name to its history as a former butcher shop, yet also 
signalled protest against the notorious Vienna ‘Theatre Reform’, referring 
ironically to undemocratic evaluation and de-funding procedures intent on 
‘butchering’ small, non-market-oriented cultural initiatives.  

Vienna’s ‘Theatre Reform’ (2003)

Ten years after its institution, Vienna’s controversial ‘Theatre Reform’ has 
been revealed as a grave failure of the ruling Social Democratic cultural pol-

‘Transformance’ as a New Genre  
of Political Theatre 

What is popular theatre? – There are two theatre perspectives. Theatre is 
for the people when it sees the world from the perspective of the people, i.e. 

understood in constant transformation, with all the contradictions and 
movements of these contradictions, when it shows roads towards the 

emancipation of human beings. [...]  It is of paramount importance to push 
forward those changes.1

Eva Brenner 
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itics, a failure which broke a longstanding taboo.  Following the battle-cry 
‘less is more!’ – signaling the intent to fund less theatres with better subsi-
dies – the Reform  is today largely seen as tantamount to a destruction of the 
city’s widespread and thriving ‘free’ or alternative cultural scene consisting 
of hundreds of small cultural organisations, theatres and art spaces built 
over the course of 30 years of Social Democratic development.  Far from pro-
viding higher quality work or better working conditions for ‘free’ artists, it 
set off a process of concentration, monopolisation and festivalisation which, 
in the interests of cultural managers, resulted in the closing of spaces, dis-
banding of companies, the rise of unemployment, precariousness, and de-
solidarisation among artists.  A series of highly controlled submission and 
‘evaluation’ processes were installed and paid expert committees appointed 
to carry out a reorganisation of a formerly participatory (peer review) fund-
ing system, the formation of new ‘co-production houses’, fusions of spaces, 
and ‘cultural clusters’, while small, experimental, non-commercial compa-
nies rooted in local communities suffered severe funding cutbacks and the 
reduction of budgets and infrastructures.4  

The ensuing decrease of cultural diversity goes along with enforced pri-
vate sponsorship at the expense of public involvement.  Within a matter of 
years, Vienna’s Social Democracy has dismantled its own cultural policy 
which for decades had supported (post-) 68 sub-cultural life, giving way to 
a neo-feudalist art scene for the rich and famous. The remaining selected 
companies which enjoy the acceptance of cultural curators favour the for-
malistic approaches of post-modernist ‘corporate art’ which lacks political 
content and neglects the interest of ordinary working people while catering 
to elitist audiences of the new middle-classes, tourists, and managers.  ‘Re-
form winners’ have since been condemned to cooperate in institutionalised 
clusters of high-brow cultural venues competing for steadily diminishing 
funds within a scene now helplessly spilt between ‘winners’ and ‘losers’.5  

In order to transcend hegemonic post-modernist performance works, 
and in response to the pitfalls of the ‘Reform’, the FLEISCHEREI team 
turned towards the development of new socio-theatrical concepts  under 
the catch phrase of ‘Theatre of Empowerment’6 positioned at the crossroads 
of intercultural performance, community activism and new social as well 
as anti-globalisation movements.  Infrastructural costs were reduced and 
entrance fees abandoned while the group sought out community networks, 
integrated amateurs, expanded into public space, gained new audiences by 
opening its doors to immigrants, refugees, civil and human rights groups, 
local media, and small businesses.7
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From Socio-Theatre to ‘Transformance’

We must redirect the future organisation of all areas of 
life towards human beings. Human beings must be at the 

centre of our concern and not […],
 the forces of economics in totally isolated ways.8

The FLEISCHEREI’s socio-theatrical projects since 2004 – right after los-
ing a first studio space under the impact of the ‘Theatre Reform’ – expanded 
from immigrant cooking shows to theatrical wedding parties, from commu-
nity fiestas to large street-theatre processions involving hundreds of artists, 
activists, and small local businesses in colourful cultural celebrations.  Such 
projects aim at re-politicising and emancipating art and artists as well as au-
diences to face the challenges of a new century focused on issues of empow-
erment, participation, the use of public space, inclusion of the grass roots, of 
local media and of immigrant and refugee organisations. Collective working 
processes are privileged over market-oriented production and accompanied 
by a reinvestigation of the heritages of 20th-century political avant-gardes 
while the unconventional funding of cooperatives is to allow for artistic au-
tonomy and subsistence.9  

An outstanding example is the group’s signature-project ‘On Axis/City 
Place’ – an annual street theatre event and community fiesta which for the 
past five years has brought together artists, immigrants, refugees, small 
businesses, neighbours and refugee and human rights groups in shared acts 
of performing, singing, dancing, discussing and playing together.  Here, a 
theatre performance turns into a journey through a local community, re-
claims public space, and engages participants of all walks of life in a collec-
tive experience, a process of reflection and an appreciation of peaceful coex-
istence.  

Such unorthodox projects are based on new modes of (mixed public/pri-
vate) funding and new production modes, while collaborations target new 
audiences in a communal protest against capitalist globalisation, unem-
ployment, precarious working conditions, the dismantling of the European 
social welfare state, a rise of enforced refugee laws, of sexism, xenophobia 
and the destruction of urban space – all resulting in a loss of cultural di-
versity.10  In the words of a sub-cultural and media expert, projects such as 
‘On Axis’ offer contexts where the notion of ‘community’ acquires new 
meaning.

Concomitantly with this practical process, a new concept – called ‘Trans-
formance’ – took shape and strategically positioned itself in contrast to the 
ubiquitous avant-garde, postmodern, post-dramatic genres by providing as 
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a roadmap the transformation of political ‘performance’ for our age and by 
addressing the current overall cultural decline witnessed across Europe as 
part of the worldwide crises since 2008. 

‘Transformance’ as a model departs from socio-theatrical pilot projects 
and suggests a fusion of artistic ‘performance’ and activist ‘transformation’, 
that is, transformational processes forging new socio-political contexts of 
empowerment, emancipation and co-existence.  It calls for theatrical work 
in public spaces in local communities, an active dialogue with civil society, 
political activists and new audiences and the location of performance with-
in a decidedly left political framework.11

‘Post-Dramatics’ and ‘Post-Spectacularism’

‘Post-dramatic theatre’ was introduced into critical debates by West-Ger-
man theatre scholar Hans-Thies Lehmann who in his 1999 standard work of 
the same name presented a broad overview of thirty years of radical avant-
garde theatre in Europe and the US (from the 1970s to the late 1990s).12  
Since then the term has become hegemonic in Western cultural studies and 
interdisciplinary art criticism as a new theatrical paradigm encompassing 
experimental, avant-garde, subversive, radical, risk-taking, and post-mod-
ern strategies. 

In contrast to traditional theatre, which since Greek drama has been ori-
ented fundamentally to its texts, the ‘post-dramatic’ genre uses such diverse 
inspirations as visual imagery, music, dance, poetry, newsreels or oral histo-
ries for source materials. While favouring non-linear structures outside of 
ideological constraints, aesthetic ‘practices of exemption’ are meant to pro-
duce states of heightened perceptivity and overrule social norms and tradi-
tional theatrical principles of character, theatrical space, time, and story-
line.13

Theoretically, ‘post-dramatics’ reflects the ‘performative turn’ of the 1990s  
and is indebted to new French philosophy with strategies of deconstruction, 
destabilised meanings and ambiguous constructions of identity (‘simula-
cra’).

In Lehmann’s eyes, contemporary theatre has lost social impact and effi-
cacy, which leads him to assume that the revolutionary potential of art has 
become obsolete in an ‘information society’.  Furthermore, he asserts that 
theatrical ‘message-production’ is inherently non-artistic, which implies 
that showing the oppressed onstage does not render theatre political at all: 
‘Theatre for the purpose of class-specific propaganda or political self-
affirmation (as in the 1920s) has been sociologically and politically 
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transcended.’14 By holding that art always stands in opposition to ‘politics’, 
post-dramatics foregrounds an ‘aesthetic behaviour of transgression’ where 
stakes are no longer found in parameters of content but in ‘in ways of per-
ception’ where Guy Debord’s criticism of a ‘society of spectacle’ is brought  
full circle.15  ‘The "political" resides in the artistic approach to the material’.16

Recently, younger theatre scholars, including Lehmann disciples, have 
promoted an even more apolitical stance towards post-dramatics and have 
announced that the ‘engaged intellectual’ of the 1960s and after has – in our 
era of neoliberal capitalism – lost his arena of discourse. They transfer Jean 
Luc-Godard’s credo – to ‘make film politically instead of making political 
films’ – onto theatre and mark a shift towards ‘performances of ways in which 
theatre is produced’,17 of a new kind of ‘meta-theatre’ of reflexivity which de/
constructs its own aesthetic preconditions.  A theatre out to ‘change itself ’ 
means something ‘completely different than simply articulating political 
beliefs’.18  Here, Lehmann’s ‘theatre of exemption’ is once again summoned 
up, and new philosophers such as Rancière and Žižek have called for the 
linking of political and aesthetic theories: ‘The political ... can only be the 
interruption of politics’, that is, theatre must be capable of going beyond 
‘pseudo-critiques’ of the spectacular.19 Accordingly, traditional avant-garde 
and post-dramatic principles – particularly the physical co-presence of ac-
tors and audiences as constituents of ‘performance’ – are rejected and cate-
gories of drama, communality, participation, authenticity, and empathy de-
clared irrelevant.  Thus, performers in post-spectacular theatre may appear 
onstage as entities refusing face-to-face encounters, i.e. in self-obscuring 
costumes, fully masked, in complete darkness, or not at all.  

Towards a Critique of ‘Post-Dramatics’ 

To this day, post-dramatic paradigms resonate strongly in academia and 
cultural criticism while at the same time expressing sarcastic, pessimistic, 
sometimes outright cynical views of life, in performance works devoid of 
‘principles of hope’.20  Formulating, unconsciously or not, the predicament 
of an ‘aesthetics of surrender’, post-dramatics as well as its offspring ‘post-
spectacularism’ fit neatly into ideologies of neoliberalism.  By promoting 
hostility towards progressive history, lacking theoretical foundations, en-
couraging anti-social, anti-working class positions, formulating abstract 
constructions, addressing elitist audiences, discounting the social efficacy of 
art, post-dramatic strategies tend to expropriate ‘first- and second-wave’ 
avant-garde formal innovations – interculturalism, interdisciplinarity, envi-
ronmentalism – while rejecting their progressive, leftist and anarchist poli-
tics.  As such, post-dramatists refute strategies for emancipation, empower-
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ment and social change.  
I contend that by resting on signifiers of ‘non-orders’ which exist outside 

societal rules, agreements and conventions a socially adapted ‘avant-garde 
in the mainstream’ is incapable of effecting progressive transformation.21  

In contrast to variants of post-dramatic and post-spectacular theatre 
abounding in mainstream institutions which remain ambivalent or outright 
hostile towards actual social struggles, ‘transformance’, as a suggested new 
category for cultural transformation, aligns itself with concrete social issues 
and revolutionary organisations working towards a new political theatre for 
our age – an era in which radical and left movements are once again on the 
rise in the wake of world-wide crises.  n
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padelosciudadanos.eu		
	
Foundation	for	Marxist	Studies	(FIM)	
www.fim.org.es	
e-mail:	fim@nodo50.org	
	
Sweden	
Center	for	Marxist	Social	Studies	(CMS)	
www.cmsmarx.org	
e-mail:	cms@cmsmarx.org	
	
Turkey	
Social	Investigations	and	Cultural	Develop-
ment	Foundation	(TAKSAV)	*	
www.taksav.org	
e-mail:	info@taksav.com	

	
*observers	
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