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Left Strategy Project 2013 

Polarizing Democracies 

Left Parties at the Crossroads of Economic and Political Crisis 

Questionnaire 

A. Europe at the threshold of authoritarianism 

1. Do you consider that there is an increase of authoritarianism in your 
country and/or in Europe? How is it expressed and which are its impacts on 
ideology, politics, legislation and culture? 

It seems necessary to first clarify the meaning we give to the word authoritarianism. In 
political writings and most newspapers in France, authoritarian and authoritarianism are 
generally used to qualify either dictatorships that Europe knew until the years 1970-1980 
(Franco's Spain, Salazar's Portugal, the Greek colonels) or former so-called socialist 
regimes of Central and Eastern Europe regimes. 

In this precise sense, it is not generally considered that there is a rise of authoritarianism in 
France. Certainly the election results of the National Front are disturbing. But thirty years 
ago, when this party began to emerge in the French political landscape, the left parties 
contested for example the idea that it could be invited to the TV. Their representatives 
refused on principle any discussion with those of the National Front. This is no longer the 
case today. The National Front leaders regularly participate in TV debates with those of all 
the other parties, without raising any particular problem. When a political question is 
raised, journalists are reporting the opinion of the National Front as well as that of the 
other parties. In municipalities that the National Front has administered or is administering, 
some measures taken (e.g. : to exclude foreigners from the benefit of some social 
allowances) have been criticized by the Left as reactionary and xenophobic but not as 
authoritarian. By the way, they have most often been canceled by the courts as contrary to 
law. 

Today, criticism of the Left Front is much more based on the content of its programme 
than on the authoritarian or even fascist nature of the party. 

But one can also use the word authoritarian to describe the policies currently imposed in 
the European Union, without any possibility for the elected assemblies to actually 
intervene. In this case, it is the trend to remove economic decision from the political sphere 
to entrust it to unelected experts or even to simple "automatic stabilizers" which is put into 
question. As the policies concerned are austerity policies, a word was coined by the 
radical Left in France to name it : the word austéritaire , which is a contraction between 
authoritarian and austerity. 

In the present French context, it is this meaning which is most frequently given to 
authoritarianism. This goes well beyond economic policies. Nicolas Sarkozy had used 
many of the provisions of the French Constitution allowing the executive to bypass the 
parliamentary debate. Today, the fear exists that Hollande will use the same undemocratic 
expedients, although he promised to finish with them during the election campaign and 
although the ruling Socialist Party condemned them severely when it was in opposition. 
The way the recent debate on the “national interprofessional agreement” (a document 
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deeply reforming the labou r legislation to the almost exclusive benefit of the employers) 
was shortened in an authoritarian manner is a worrying sign of it.  

2. In what direction should the Left in your country and at a European 
level fight for a deepening of democracy, against authoritarianism? Can you 
refer to any particular examples? 

At the European level, it is the recently adopted legislation (Treaty of Lisbon, Fiscal 
Compact, Six Pack, Two Pack, etc..) which accentuated the sidelining of elected bodies for 
the benefit of the unelected European technocrats (mainly the European Commission). 
There are many examples : relinquishment of national parliaments of their competencies in 
budgetary matters (in France, these competencies were won from the beginning of the 
1789 Revolution !), the way the Troika imposed austerity programmes to the countries of 
southern Europe and Ireland, the recent example of Cyprus being a true caricature of 
democracy. 

Hence the need for the Left to fight for a thorough refoundation of Europe and the 
distribution of power within it. Power should be rebalanced in favour of elected bodies. 

The lack of democracy at the European level has consequences at the level of each 
member country. The dominant (neo or ordo-liberal) idea is indeed that the economy 
should be run as much as possible by keeping it away from any political decision, as 
stated in the answer to the previous question. But in France, contesting the current system 
is far anterior to the current undemocratic developments in the European Union. The 
radical Left has always contested the Constitution of the Fifth Republic imposed by De 
Gaulle. The social democratic Left has had during a long time the same position until 
François Mitterrand used the institutions to his own profit and emphasizing even certain of 
its features. The most controversial provisions are the exorbitant power of the President of 
the Republic and the electoral system (single majority vote - voting for one deputy only - in 
two rounds) leaving no room for any proportional representation. Passing to the Sixth 
Republic and to this end convening a Constituent Assembly is one of the main demands 
that the Left Front highlights for the national demonstration on May 5, 2013. 

B. Strategies of the Left against the extreme and fascist/nazist Right  

1. Is the extreme right and its social basis changing during the crisis? In 
which way can it be regarded as "anti-systemic" and how can the Left cope 
with it? 

We do not speak here of the (very) many groups that exist in France and who claim 
themselves as fascists or even Nazis. Their size is small even if their power to harm may 
exist. 

The National Front is, on the contrary, a political force whose influence is growing, 
especially but not only with the crisis. In 2002, in fact, a threshold has been crossed with 
the elimination of the Socialist candidate Lionel Jospin in the first round of the presidential 
election and, therefore, the presence of Jean-Marie Le Pen in the second round. Even if 
he was largely defeated by Jacques Chirac, the event represented a shock to the public 
opinion, and especially the Socialist Party.  

Since then, the influence of the National Front has been increasing. In the last presidential 
election, Marine Le Pen has almost regained the score of her father in 2002, after a sharp 
decline in 2007, when Nicolas Sarkozy has tried and succeeded to « pump » the voters of 
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the National Front by recapturing some of the Front's campaign themes. In the 2012 
parliamentary elections, the National Front has also managed to have two deputies 
elected despite the electoral system which is very unfavorable to it (mainly because, so far 
at least, the Left and Right were implementing more or less honestly a "republican front" 
when a National Front candidate managed to go beyond the first round). 

But more detailed studies have also shown that the electoral influence of the National 
Front (until now rather concentrated in a few regions of the country as the old industrial 
regions of the North and East of the country, dramatically desindustrialized during the last 
decades or the Mediterranean periphery) was extended to the whole country. 

This allows to conclude with an undeniable broadening of the social base and a 
"normalization" of the National Front (which was one of the goals - becoming a respectable 
party - openly proclaimed by Marine Le Pen when she succeeded her father ). Daniel 
Gaxie, a sociologist who led a lot of research work on the electorate of the National Front, 
puts for example in evidence a new behavior on the part of some voters: "We tried Right 
and Left, it did not work. Why not also try the National Front?" 

This shows both the crisis and the discredit of politics and politicians and the above 
mentioned "normalization" of the National Front. 

One reason for the success of the National Front is probably to be found in the fact that it 
presents itself as a radically anti-system party (and even the only one according to Marine 
Le Pen, for whom the Left Front would be prepared to join a government led by 
the dominant Socialist Party, and thus the system). This is obviously only a catch. To 
demonstrate it, the parties of the Left Front therefore endeavor to show that the 
programme of the National Front is a sham and that the policy it proposes is beyond 
appearances a liberal policy. Such an attitude may have the disadvantage of making the 
National Front a party with whom you argue and whom you thus legitimize. It is also harder 
to hold today given the political skilfulness of the leaders of the National Front. Added to 
that is the offensive of the dominant parties, relayed by the mainstream media, trying to 
disqualify both the National Front and the Left Front in ranking them in the category of 
populist parties, which in their language means parties opposing everything and being 
therefore unable to govern. 

One possibility to address this issue is to show that the radical Left has a credible 
programme that would make a break with the evils of the current system. Experience 
shows that this is a long process! 

2. The extreme Right often uses notions like “national identity” and 
“security” articulated with a social discourse to promote its values. Is it 
possible for the Left to re-conceptualize these concepts and in what way?  

This is not quite true in the case of France. Certainly, the extreme right has had for a long 
time a monopoly of xenophobic speeches glorifying a totally mythical "national identity" 
given the history of the country, where the jus soli (acquisition of the French nationality by 
birth or descent) specifically permitted since the nineteenth century the more or less 
harmonious integration of several successive waves of immigrants. In fact, it is the arrival, 
after the decolonization period, of people from the former colonies, often of Muslim culture, 
which gave the National Front the opportunity to reconnect with some old nationalist 
slogans and above all, to develop a radically anti-immigration ideology.  
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But in recent years, it was the traditional Right, with Nicolas Sarkozy, which took back 
these concepts and language. This was part of a strategy of "recapturing" the electorate of 
the National Front, but also reflected the rightward shift of the UMP, many officials of which 
being ideologically very close to the National Front, especially but not only in the south of 
France. Thereby the Right broke also with the old prohibition of any alliance with the 
National Front, which had been so far a rule for it. This process is going on and is reflected 
in the recent demonstrations against the law allowing gay marriage by a joint presence of 
elected UMP and National Front members at the forefront of the procession. 

For the Left, the two themes - national identity and security - are not necessarily linked. To 
re-conceptualize the national identity concept, it is important to remember how the French 
nation was formed during two centuries by successive additions. Which implies fighting 
policies, which the social democratic Left takes partly back, making immigrants the 
scapegoats for all the ills of society. 

"Security" has long been an electoral key issue for the Right, regularly accusing the Left of 
"complacency" in this area.This has unfortunately led the Socialist Party to give way under 
this pressure. The current minister for home affairs enforces for example a policy in this 
area that many consider being a simple replica of that of the Right (massive presence of 
security forces, spectacular operations but without much results, Roma expulsions, etc.. ), 
immigrants from "sensitive areas" being regularly stigmatized. 

For the radical Left, it would obviously be counter-productive to ignore the fact that the 
"feeling of insecurity", despite being partly a media construction, has also become a 
reality. This "insecurity" moreover has several dimensions: there is a "physical" insecurity, 
the most often mentioned one, but also a “social' insecurity because of the crisis and the 
austerity policies, of which the mainstream media and parties talk a lot less. Some 
researchers refer also to a "cultural" insecurity when people are facing a world that they do 
not understand and, more importantly, no longer control. 

But the Left must also remember that repression is not at all a sustainable solution and 
that instead social policies should be implemented and jobs for young people created, 
whose unemployment rate is well above the national average especially in neighborhoods 
- sometimes ghettos - where the immigrant population predominates.  

  

C. Current tensions between the national and the European level 

1. Do you believe that the crisis creates the need to the Left to 
concentrate mainly or only on national level policies? If yes, does this 
intensify euroscepticism or is it compatible with the goal of a radical reform 
of the EU?  How do you see the role of the European institutions (European 
Parliament, European Commission, ECB etc.) in an alternative EU 
architecture? 

One of the most significant changes of the (radical) Left in France during the last twenty 
years is the growing awareness that the solution of the crisis can not be purely national. In 
the document adopted at its recent congress, the Communist Party is even stating: "It is 
now increasingly true in our daily lives that European issues are matters of domestic 
policy". 
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There is an obvious reason for this: it is the neoliberal policy at the European level which is 
the source of the crisis in Europe. However, national governments, even social-democrat 
led ones , have implemented and pursue quite similar policies. National withdrawal would 
perhaps change the terrain of social struggle but neither its necessity nor its content. It 
should also be noted that this is one of the arguments against the demagoguery of the 
National Front: under the cloak of a radical opposition to the system, it advocates a policy 
of withdrawal from Europe (return to the franc, etc. ) that would not solve any of the 
problems created by the neo-liberal policy. 

The Left Front calls instead for occupying the two battlegrounds, at national and European 
level, articulating and not opposing them. It is not always easy to do because, for now, the 
European public space is much more under the influence of lobbies that of forces claiming 
social transformation. 

Concerning the European institutions, it is first necessary to abandon the illusion that they 
are somehow neutral, that is to say that the same institutions could be used to implement 
a radically different policy. The opposite is true : They were built specifically for the 
implementation of neoliberal policies. The European Central Bank is a prime example: its 
"independence" in relation to elected bodies and its reduced mission (to fight inflation) 
reflect the monetarist vision which is one of the features of liberalism. It is the same for the 
European Parliament, which remains, despite the relative strengthening of its powers, a 
dominated instance in the European institutional triangle, despite of being the only directly 
elected by European citizens one.  

This is why the refoundation of Europe necessarily involves a radical re-shaping of the 
institutional system. It will be up to a Constituent Assembly elected for the purpose to 
defining it in detail, provided democracy being the guiding principle.  

2. Which are the social coalitions and networking on which the Left 
should be based in order to claim a hegemonic role in the current context? 
What is the role of social movements and of the various grassroots citizens’ 
initiatives, in relation to the parties of the Left? 

The (radical) Left is unfortunately in a weak position on the electoral level in all European 
countries, with the possible exception of Greece where it seems to be in a position to 
govern in the near future. If the Left wants however to play a hegemonic role, it necessarily 
involves a strategy of fronts, alliances, coalitions. 

In France, this strategy has been implemented by the Left Front, which has managed to 
aggregate a large part of the forces, traditionally highly fragmented, at the left of the 
Socialist Party. The Lft Front works most often in coordination with various networks and 
social movements. Many of them, for example, call for the demonstration of May 5 against 
austerity and for democracy and the Sixth Republic. Many intellectuals and cultural 
workers have also signed an appeal. However, sometimes tensions arise in these 
alliances and coalitions, all networks having not the same conception of the relationship 
with the political forces. This can lead to conflicting situations: ATTAC, for example, is not 
calling for the demonstration on May 5 on the grounds, among others, it is organized by 
political parties. However, this association plays an active role in the body preparing in 
France the coming Altersummit, despite the fact this body comprises "personalities" from 
the parties (however, without them as such). There is even a third, different configuration: 
there is a national collective for the audit of public debt in which ATTAC participates 
together with political parties as such. 
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The project of a "citizens' revolution" of the Left Front is also reflected in the will to 
organize "citizens assemblies", in addition to structures directly related to the Front itself 
(National Council,, thematic fronts, Struggles front, etc. ) For now, these citizens 
assemblies, attended by people not belonging to any of the components of the Left Front, 
are experiencing various degrees of success, but with a real activity in many cases.  

It is clear for the leaders of the Left Front that it is through all these devices (alliances, 
networks, citizens assemblies) and not only the political parties that the conquest of 
hegemony must pass. 

D. Regulation of the economic sphere 

1. Although it is generally accepted that global financial deregulation 
during the last decades had destructive results, neoliberal policies remain 
hegemonic. What are the deficiencies of the Left in its effort to persuade large 
parts of the population for the need of economic regulation and public control 
of various sectors of economic activity? 

This question is at the heart of what, in France at least, is a paradox: the majority of the 
population is convinced, according to various studies and polls, that political regulation and 
public control over various sectors of the economy through nationalization is necessary. 
And yet, it does not find expression at the electoral level in favour of the Left Front, despite 
the fact it is the only party to take these ideas on board in its programme and appears 
determined to implement it.  

The public support for measures to control finance is so evident that the governments of 
both Right and Left have been recently forced to take it in account. But obviously it did not 
led them to action. Nicolas Sarkozy presented himself as the champion of regulation in the 
G20 summits in which he participated. Francois Hollande put much emphasis in his 
campaign, indeed to counter the rise of Jean-Luc Mélenchon in the polls, on the need to 
complete the Fiscal Compact with a "growth component". More recently, the idea of 
nationalizing some of Arcelor Mittal steel mills has even been endorsed by a minister, 
however quickly denied by the head of government. But today the blast furnaces of 
Florange are being closed and there is no more question of nationalization! 

None of this has any concrete consequence. Yet, and this is the paradox, the proposals of 
the Left Front do not appear to be credible in the eyes of the people because they have 
not had so far, in France, decisive impact on the electoral level. As a leader of the 
Communist Party puts it: "Today, many people agree with what the Left Front is saying but 
think at the same time it can not be the policy of France and the European Union ". If there 
is one thing the Left must convince people of, it is not so much the relevance of its 
positions on regulation and control but rather that the (radical) Left is able to govern at 
national or at European level. 

2. How does the Left in your country approach the issue of economic and 
productive growth and development? In which way its methodology and 
opinions differentiate from the mainstream conservative or socialdemocratic 
views?   

For the (radical) Left, the economic and social crisis is coupled with a growing ecological 
crisis. The cause is the wild race for profit, which feeds the despoilment of natural 
resources. This analysis has consequences that permit to distinguish the position of the 
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(radical) Left from that of the Right and that of the Social Democrats, for whom breaking 
with capitalism is either denied or considered out of reach. 

In this sense, green capitalism is not a solution, precisely because it does not consider 
such a rupture. 

For the Left Front, the ecological crisis, however, should not be an excuse for a super-
austerity. It must ensure that it leads to collective and reasoned choice for a new type of 
growth and development, combining human needs and protection of the planet. This 
excludes productivism. 

The ecological crisis is analyzed as a fundamental challenge necessitating much creativity 
for the forces claiming social transformation. We can also note the proliferation of concrete 
struggles at the grass root level, along with the denunciation of the responsibility of finance 
in the looming ecological catastrophe. These struggles show the potential of mobilization 
related to environmental issues. 

One of the proposed ideas (in France, notably by the Left Party) is "eco-socialism", a 
combination of socialism cleared of any productivist thinking and anti-capitalist ecology. It 
offers a practical alternative to address the ecological crisis that threatens humanity. 


