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Preface 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This book is a discussion of the contemporary European left, whose 

themes include the nature and composition of this left, the backgrounds 

and characteristics of the radical left party, and the framework and 

elements that can explain the divergent performance of left parties. In 

other words, this book mainly focuses on abstract methodologies and 

approaches rather than concrete explanations on the related themes. It 

offers counter-arguments against mainstream scholars of comparative 

politics employing empiricist methodology, and criticisms on some leftist 

researchers, while suggesting its own methodology and approaches.  

In particular, Luke March and Daniel Keith, the most popular 

mainstream scholars, who say that they pursue a comprehensive and 

systematic understanding of the current European left, call the forces to 

the left of social democracy the ‘radical left.’ They argue that current 

European leftists are ‘anti-capitalist but not anti-democratic’ and form a 

‘party family’ that can be categorized according to ideological positions. 

They insist that most of these leftists adopt populism, and populism has 

contributed to the growth of left parties. 

Their usage and arguments have been accepted by even leftist 

researchers, as well as many comparative politics scholars. However, 

there has been no systematic objection to their arguments and 

methodology, on which leftists cannot agree. 

March and Keith fail to perceive that a party for the left is a movement, 

and is not only an actor but also a competitor. Unlike the ‘party family 

approach’ of mainstream scholars that presumes homogeneity of the left, 

this book suggests the ‘party movement approach’ which emphasizes 

heterogeneity within the left with different movement theories, and the 

‘competitive relationship approach,’ to grasp the divergent rise and fall 

of left parties. 



I hope this book, a slightly modified version of my doctoral 

dissertation, will contribute to a richer understanding of the current 

European left party movement. 

 

Suksam Park 
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1 Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Left parties as movement bodies in various shapes and situations 

The collapse of the Soviet bloc in 1989-91 gave rise to prospects and 

convictions such as ‘the end of history’ and ‘There Is No Alternative 

(TINA).’ Capitalism and the market seemed to have won. However, from 

the mid-1990s to the early 2000s, left parties had grown in many 

countries (France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Cyprus, 

Russia, Czech Republic, Moldova), a development referred to as the 

‘return of the left.’ In particular, the Left Alliance (VAS) in Finland 

participated in the Rainbow Government, and the communist parties in 

Cyprus, Moldova, Russia, and the Czech Republic became the ruling or 

main opposition parties (March 2011; Hudson 2012; March and Keith 

2016; Holubec 2016; Chiocchetti 2017).  

After the 2008 economic crisis and the subsequent Great Recession, 

we have witnessed the great successes of Syriza in Greece, Podemos in 

Spain, Sinn Féin in Ireland, and Left-Green Movement (VG) in Iceland 

(Daiber et al. 2012; March and Keith 2016; Príncipe and Sunkara 2016; 

Amini 2016). In recent elections, the left parties in Greece and Cyprus 

plunged into opposition, and the communist successor parties in the 

Czech Republic and Moldova shrank to small parties. Despite some left 

parties’ growth and success, numerous leftists have been fragmented and 

marginalized. 

In retrospect, European leftists have been forced to change 

themselves at various historical moments, or have made various changes 

through subjective reactions to the changed situations: the division of 

social democrats and communists after the 1917 Russian Revolution, the 

emergence of Greens and Eurocommunists in the 1970s after the ’68 

Revolution, and the realignment/regroupment of leftists and the 

emergence of the new European left in the course of neoliberal 
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globalization and European integration in the 1990s after the collapse of 

Soviet bloc (Bensaid et al. 2011; Hudson 2012; Heilig 2016). 

Accordingly, the contemporary European leftists have various 

appearances: the traditional left party, the red-green party combined with 

the New Left agenda, and the radical left party (RLP) joined by various 

leftists. 

 

This book focuses on the phenomena of the realignment/regroupment of 

European leftists, the emergence of the new European left commenced in 

1989, the ‘return of the left’ since the mid-1990s, and ‘some left parties’ 

growth’ after the Great Recession, which have all resulted in the current 

European leftists in their various shapes and situations. In other words, 

this book starts with questions: How can we understand the current 

European left party movement in its various shapes and situations? How 

can we explain the divergent rise and fall of leftists? 

In this book, ‘contemporary European left party movement’ refers to 

the party practice or party movement of all European leftists, including 

revolutionary leftists from the West and the East, from the 1989-91 Soviet 

collapse to the end of 2019 (before the outbreak of COVID-19). 

The ‘left’ usually refers to the forces to the left of social democracy. 

It is distinct from social democrats and other political forces because it 

advocates the ideals and values of socialism while criticizing and 

opposing capitalism. Therefore, this book does not regard non-class 

parties (e.g., green parties and the pirate parties) and social-democratic 

parties, center-left parties that turned rightward as they accepted 

neoliberalism, as part of the left.  

A ‘party’ is a special social group that fights for or aims to seize 

political power to realize its ideals or program. In this book, ‘left party’ 

refers to the leftist party or the party belonging to the left. ‘Party practice’ 

or ‘party movement’ means the practice or movement through the 

organizational framework called a party. So it excludes the practice of 

forces that are not organized at a party level, although it uses ‘left’ and 

‘left party’ interchangeably. 

In particular, this book uses the concept of ‘party movement.’ 

Party/movement or party/social movement are usually used separately. 

However, a movement is a collective social practice. In this sense, a party 

movement is a movement that contrasts with the social movement but is 

also a particular form of the social movement. On the other hand, a party 

is an organizational body and a movement body, or an organization and 

a movement for the left. A movement used in this way refers to the 
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movement of organization called a party. There are also non-party 

movements, such as anarchist, autonomist, syndicalist and council 

socialist, which refuse the party’s organizational movement while 

pursuing communism. Their movement theories are distinct from the 

communist/socialist (Marxist) party’s organizational movement. Among 

the leftists pursuing the party movement, the Trotskyist party pursues the 

revolutionary vanguard party movement, the reform communist party 

represents the interests of the working class while embracing multi-party 

democracy and pursuing the mass party, and the radical left party brings 

together various leftists into one party. They all have different movement 

theories on the party. In this respect, the left party movement expresses 

the practice of left parties having different party movement theories. In 

other words, the contemporary European left party movement refers to 

the party practice or party movement of current European left parties 

consisting of various left parties that have different party movement 

theories. 

  

To understand the contemporary European left in its various shapes and 

situations ‘comprehensively and systematically,’ this book starts with the 

following questions: (1) What framework should be used for 

understanding the current European left party movement, and how should 

it be defined and classified? (2) What background did the radical left 

party movement, a ‘new’ left party movement, emerge from, and what 

are its universal characteristics? (3) How and why has the current 

European left had ups and downs? In other words, how do we understand 

the phenomena of the ‘left’s return’ and ‘some left parties’ growth,’ and 

what methodology or explanation elements and frameworks should be 

used? (4) What are the lessons to be drawn from these phenomena? 

These questions lead to the following subjects of discussion: (1) the 

nature and composition of the contemporary European left; (2) 

backgrounds and characteristics of the radical left party; (3) the 

explanatory framework and factors for left parties’ divergent 

performances; and (4) the return of the left and some left parties’ growth 

or left parties’ divergent performance. 

In short, this book focuses on the explanation way of the themes 

related to the existence and situation of the contemporary European left 

party movement. The left, in reality, is composed of various forces. 

Leftists have been divided, and their concerns and practices are different 

because their movement theories and strategies are different. The 

differences in movement theory and strategy stem from their different 
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existence and situations and their different evaluations and prospects of 

their movements. Therefore, this book aiming at a comprehensive and 

systematic understanding of the contemporary European left’s existence 

and situation will help establish a more comprehensive movement theory 

and strategy. This discussion is vital because prospects and strategies 

should begin with assessing their existence and situation. 

 

The party family approach and Populism School 

Studies of the current European left (party) have flourished with the 

success of Syriza and Podemos in 2015, but most of them have been case 

studies or introductions. As Luke March and Daniel Keith (2016: 2) argue, 

“there are still relatively few researchers involved in systematic study of 

the radical left,” and studies to comprehensively and systematically grasp 

the current European left are rare. Since the left’s influence has been 

reduced to the extent that the prospect of ‘the end of history’ emerged, it 

has attracted little academic interest (March 2011: 1–6). 

On the other hand, left-wing researchers have usually focused on the 

strategy and practices of the entire left, or case studies of specific left 

parties. There have been few efforts to comprehensively and 

systematically theorize the left party movements as a whole. Leftist 

works to comprehensively grasp the current European left are: Kate 

Hudson (2000, 2012), analysis of the European left’s return and renewal 

efforts since the 1990s; Cornelia Hildebrand and Birgit Daiber (eds., 

2009) and Birgit Daiber, Cornelia Hildebrandt and Anna Striethorst (eds., 

2012), research reports of all European left parties; Babak Amini (2016), 

analyzing the European left after the Great Recession; Dominic Heilig 

(2016), reviewing the historical context of the European left movement; 

and Paolo Chiocchetti (2017), analysis of the Western European leftists’ 

performance since 1989. Except for Chiocchetti’s study, it is difficult to 

say that any of these are systematic studies using clear theoretical 

frameworks or illuminating their methodologies and approaches. 

  

A comparative politics scholar, Luke March has pioneered and actively 

researched the European left since the early 2000s, and he and his 

colleagues have become mainstream in this area (March and Mudde 2005; 

March 2008, 2011, 2012; Bale and Dunphy 2011; March and Keith 2016). 

In particular, March (2011) analyzes the left’s return in a study 

covering the extreme left and the Eastern European left, and March and 

Keith (2016) evaluate some left parties’ growth after the Great Recession. 
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To this end, they discuss the definition and classification of the entire 

European left and the left parties’ growth factors. Their works overlap 

with the research subjects of leftist researchers trying to analyze/evaluate 

the reality and trends of the leftist movement, and to build strategies. 

March et al. call the forces to the left of social democracy the ‘radical 

left’ and evaluate them as “anti-capitalist but not anti-democratic” 

(March and Mudde 2005: 24–25; March 2011: 8–9). This definition is 

accepted by many comparative politics scholars and are frequently cited 

even in leftist studies. 

They also argue that the forces to the left of social democracy are ‘a 

party family’ that can be divided into several subgroups according to 

ideological positions (March 2011: 15–20; March and Keith 2016: 5). 

Although there are some objections to their definition and classification 

of the left, the claim that the left is a party family is generally accepted 

(Daiber et al. 2012, Gomez et al. 2016, Chiocchetti 2017). 

Furthermore, March and Keith (2016) argue that “a number of present 

leftists are using populist, anti-establishment appeals,” and the economic 

crisis (demand factor) and populism (supply factor) have significantly 

contributed to the left parties’ growth, applying a methodology that 

divides the left parties’ growth factors into internal and external, demand 

and supply factors while viewing the left party as an actor.  

To sum up March and Keith’s arguments: the current European left is 

anti-capitalist but not anti-democratic, and is a party family that can be 

classified according to ideological positions. Most of the left adopts 

populism, and populism has contributed to left parties’ growth. March 

and Keith’s methods supporting these arguments can be called the party 

family approach, ideological approach, actor approach, and populism 

approach. 

 

Paolo Chiocchetti, on the other hand, defines the radical left as a ‘class 

left’ and a separate tendency from mainstream social democracy, which 

has adopted an anti-neoliberal program in the medium term. He calls the 

whole Western European left ‘a new radical left party family’ 

(Chiocchetti 2017: 3, 8). In other words, while looking at the current 

European left as a party family, Chiocchetti, unlike March et al., grasps 

it not on ideology but anti-neoliberalism. He underestimates the 

difference among leftists and does not regard the radical left party as an 

independent movement. He analyzes the left in 17 Western European 

countries taken as a whole and as individual countries, and uses several 

parallel explanatory factors. He evaluates that populism contributed to 
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Syriza and Podemos’ growth, while emphasizing social mobilization as a 

growth factor for the left (Chiocchetti 2017: 10, 24, 208). Chiocchetti’s 

approach can be called the party family approach, anti-neoliberal 

approach, and parallel/aggregational approach.  

A joint study by Giorgos Katsambekis and Alexandros Kioupkiolis 

(eds., 2019) analyzes the characteristics, strategies, and practices of the 

current European left parties with a framework of populism. In short, 

since Cas Mudde (2004) argued that populism was a Zeitgeist, it has 

become a big trend in comparative politics to analyze the current 

European left party through a framework of populism. This trend 

culminated after the remarkable success of Podemos, actively adopting 

Ernesto Laclau’s (2005) non-class populist strategy. For convenience, 

those scholars will be called the Populism School. 

It is difficult for those with leftist sentiment to agree that most current 

European leftists have adopted populism and populism has significantly 

influenced the left parties’ growth. Nevertheless, there has been no 

systematic objection to this. 

 

The party movement approach and the competitive relationship 

approach 

These different arguments and approaches have emerged from the 

debates related to the analytical framework for a comprehensive and 

systematic study of the current European left party. This dispute contains 

discussions about the definition and classification of the left, evaluation 

of a new-type left (party) movement, and the factors and frameworks 

used to explain the divergent rise and fall of left parties. 

There have been active discussions about the definition and 

classification of the left in recent years (Gomez et al. 2016, Katsourides 

2016, Chiocchetti 2017). Comprehensive and systematic analysis of the 

left party movement, including its growth factors, is a broad work and 

has recently started. Many comparative politics scholars accept March et 

al.’s arguments and approaches, which have a relatively stable theoretical 

framework and methodology. 

Of course, there are many other works on the left’s history or 

frameworks and factors explaining the divergent rise and fall of the left. 

However, they are not systematically structured or organized in theory 

(Sassoon 2010, Hildebrandt and Daiber 2009, Hudson 2012, Kulke and 

Khan 2012, Heilig 2016). Therefore, it would be meaningful to intervene 

in this recently started debate, arranging and systemizing other scholars’ 
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theoretical achievements on these subjects, and suggesting an 

independent methodology and approach. 

To comprehensively and systematically grasp the current European 

left in its various shapes and situations, this book does not take the ‘party 

family approach’, which presupposes homogeneity of the left, like in 

March et al. and Chiocchetti, but takes the ‘party movement approach,’ 

which emphasizes heterogeneity within the left. A party is a movement 

for the left, and the left parties have been divided and behaved differently 

according to each party’s movement theory. As well, it takes the position 

that the left party should be regarded as a competitor in a competitive 

relationship with other political forces, rather than an actor responding to 

external conditions. In other words, the left party is not only an actor but 

also a competitor. 

This position can be called the ‘party movement approach’ and the 

‘competitive relationship approach.’ Different approaches exist behind 

different arguments on the existence and situation of the left. The 

different positions, arguments, approaches, and implications of this book 

from other scholars’ writings on the sub-themes will be covered in more 

detail in the main body. 

 

Except for the Introduction (Chapter 1) and Conclusion (Chapter 6), the 

main body is comprised of discussions to clarify the contemporary 

European left’s existence and specificity. Chapter 2 analyzes the nature 

and composition of the contemporary European left, namely, the 

definition and classification of the left, and includes discussions on the 

concepts of left, radical left, and party family. Chapter 3 focuses on the 

backgrounds and characteristics of the radical left party, the most 

characteristic of the contemporary European left party movement. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are on the situation of the current European left. Chapter 

4 deals with the framework and factors to explain the left parties’ 

divergent rise and fall, and includes discussions on populism and the 

‘competitive relationship approach.’ Chapter 5 analyzes the divergent 

situations of the left parties with the competitive relationship approach 

and extracts the explanatory factors contributing to the left parties’ 

growth through case studies. Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the above 

discussions, and describes the significance and limitations of this book.   
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2 Character and Composition of the 
Contemporary European Left: 
Definitions and Classifications of the 
Left and the Radical Left 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter’s topic, the contemporary European left’s nature and 

composition, is closely related to how or with what framework to grasp 

the current European left party movement. It discusses the contemporary 

European left’s nature and composition, which are replaceable with the 

definition and classification of the left and the radical left. The key 

questions are: (1) whether the force to the left of social democracy should 

be called the left or the radical left; (2) what is the nature or definition of 

this force; (3) whether this force is homogeneous or heterogeneous 

enough to be called a party family; and (4) how is this force structured, 

or by what criteria should it be classified. There are various arguments 

on these topics, and each argument has a different approach. Therefore, 

the goal of this chapter is to find compelling alternative arguments and 

approaches to these topics. 

 

2-1. The boundaries and character of the left and radical left 

 

The boundaries of the left and radical left 

Luke March and Daniel Keith introduce ‘radical left’ as a concept to 

replace ‘far-left,’ which includes extreme left, and call all the forces to 

the left of social democracy the ‘radical left’ and view them as a party 

family (March and Keith 2016: 5; March 2011: 7–9, 15). 

However, most leftists call various forces to the left of social 

democracy ‘the left’ without any modifier and call the new-type party the 

‘radical left party (RLP),’ ‘new party of the left’ or ‘new Left party,’ 

distinguishing it from the New Left/new left. Examples include Kate 

Hudson’s book (2012), written from a communist standpoint and titled 

‘The New European Left,’ and Dominic Heilig’s research paper (2016) 
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published by the Rosa Luxembourg Foundation (RLS), an institute of the 

German Left Party, and titled “Mapping the European Left.” The Left in 

Europe (Hildebrandt and Daiber 2009), a case study of leftist parties and 

party alliances in 22 European countries published by RLS, uses the 

concept of ‘radical left’ in a very limited way. In the ‘Preface’ to New 

Parties of the Left (Bensaid et al. 2011), published by the Fourth 

International group, Fred Leplat argues, “This has opened up a political 

space to the left of social-democracy which the radical left and 

revolutionary Marxists have a duty to fill. […] What is therefore 

necessary are broad pluralist parties embracing both the radical and 

Marxist left to restore independent working class representation.” Thus, 

he calls ‘new’ left the ‘radical left,’ distinct from the revolutionary left or 

Marxist left. 

The editor’s preface to the second analysis report on the European 

left parties (Daiber et al. 2012) published by RLS says, “We have limited 

our investigation to those left-wing parties which, according to their own 

self-image, belong to the political left, but neither to the social democratic 

nor to the green-alternative family. We refer to these parties as ‘the left 

parties.’ A total of some 60 parties can be considered part of this party 

family.” It calls all forces to the left of social democracy ‘the left’ and 

regards them as a party family. However, it uses the term ‘radical left 

party’ without any definition. This report’s title uses the expression 

‘Radical Left Parties in Europe,’ unlike ‘The Left in Europe’ in the first 

report (Hildebrandt and Daiber 2009), dealing with the same subject. 

Some authors of the second report clearly distinguish the left and the 

radical left, and others do not. 

In short, while most leftists refer to various forces to the left of social 

democracy as the unqualified ‘left’ and regard the radical left as a part of 

the left, scholars of comparative politics such as March call them the 

radical left (party). Even leftist scholars increasingly accept March et al.’s 

usage. Therefore, there is confusion that comes from the inconsistency of 

denotation and connotation of this concept. 

As shown in “Towards a New Radical Left” (March and Mudde 

2005), “Contemporary far-left parties in Europe” (March 2009), and 

Radical Left Parties in Europe (March 2011), the naming of the same 

object has changed from ‘new radical left’ to ‘far-left’ to ‘radical left.’ It 

shows that while the new-type left or radical left appeared in the 1990s, 

the term radical left began to be used in the 2000s and was established or 

widely used after the 2010s. The term radical left rarely appears in Geoff 
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Eley’s (2002) and Donald Sassoon’s (2010) works on the European left’s 

history. 

 

The original meaning of ‘radical left’ refers to a specific attitude toward 

the system, as seen in the spectrum, revolutionary left, transformative left, 

radical left, and moderate (center) left. Greece’s Syriza adopted the term 

to differentiate itself from the hard-line Stalinist Communist Party of 

Greece (KKE) and other revolutionary leftists in 2004. As seen in the 

official name of Syriza, a Greek abbreviation for ‘Coalition of the Radical 

Left,’ the radical left refers to a new force and movement that is distinct 

from the conservative left and the revolutionary left. (The descriptors, 

such as revolutionary left, in this book, are based, not on their practice, 

but on their assertions.) 

March says that he prefers ‘radical left’ to hard left or far-left, which 

have a negative meaning, and that Richard Dunphy’s (2004: 2) 

‘transformative left’ is essentially analogous to his understanding of 

‘radical left’ (March 2011: 9). However, the far-left is part of the left and 

refers to the left side of the left in a broad sense, which includes social 

democrats. Besides, while the far-left is a concept that can include the 

extreme left as part of itself, the radical left cannot include it because it 

collides with the extreme left. It is also evident in March’s argument that 

radicalism and extremism are distinct from each other, as in his 

explanation of the difference between the radical left party and the 

extreme left party: “radical left parties accept democracy, […] Extreme 

left parties in contrast have a clearer ‘revolutionary’ self-ascription, 

espouse far greater hostility to liberal democracy, usually denounce all 

compromise with ‘bourgeois’ political forces including social democracy” 

(March 2011: 9, 16–18). In other words, while the radical left cannot 

include the radical left and the extreme left simultaneously, March is 

trying to do so, which is impossible even in the lexical definition. 

Revolutionary leftists such as the British Socialist Workers Party (SWP) 

and the Greek ‘Anticapitalist Left Cooperation for the Overthrow’ 

(Antarsya) can be classified as far-left or extreme left. However, in any 

case, they are not part of the radical left. Those who view the radical left 

as reformist take this title (radical left) as an insult. Furthermore, if the 

Greek Stalinist KKE or the revolutionary left Antarsya were both 

classified as radical left, Syriza has no reason to call itself radical left. 

Raul Gomez, Laura Morales, and Luis Ramiro (2016: 3) argue, “the 

Communist and New Left/Left Socialist waves of party formation 

generated RLPs,” and Chiocchetti (2017: 10) points out, “several authors 
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began to argue that while the ‘old’ communist movement was indeed 

dead and buried, some form of reconfigured ‘new’ radical left party 

family had been emerging from its ruins (Hudson 2000, 2012; March and 

Mudde 2005).” In these cases, the radical left is a ‘new’ left party that 

emerged after the 1990s, distinct from the old left party movement. 

Therefore, it can be argued that the character of current European leftists 

is generally radical left. However, as long as the old left party and the 

‘revolutionary extreme left,’ classified by Mach and Keith (2016: 5–8), 

exist, it is almost impossible to call the whole left the radical left. 

 

Since the 1990s, there have been various forces among the left: 

revolutionary left, Stalinist, reform communist, red-green, and radical 

left. Besides, various leftists could not help but adopt the term ‘left’ 

without modifiers when creating an electoral alliance or unitary party. 

For example, The Left (Die Linke) in Germany, The Left (Déi Lénk) in 

Luxembourg, Left Alliance (Vasemmistoliitto/VAS) in Finland, Left 

Party (Vänsterpartiet/V) in Sweden, Left Unity in Britain, United Left 

(Združena Levica/ZL) in Slovenia, Left Bloc (Bloco de Esquerda/BE) in 

Portugal, United Left (Izquierda Unida/IU) in Spain, and Left Front 

(Front de Gauche/FdG) in France. They all adopted ‘left’ as a concept for 

their identity, which embraces various leftists. The Party of the European 

Left (PEL), an international organization of various left parties in Europe, 

follows the same usage. In a word, political forces to the left of social 

democracy in Europe call themselves ‘left.’ 

 

Characteristics and definitions of the current European Left  

March and Keith et al. call the forces to the left of social democracy the 

‘radical left’ and define the radical left as “anti-capitalist but not anti-

democratic,” starting with the dictionary definition: “the term ‘radicalism’ 

[…] intrinsically implies transformative aims (deriving from the Latin for 

root (radix) and denoting an orientation towards ‘root-and-branch’ 

change of the political system occupied by the radical actor)” (March and 

Mudde 2005: 24–25; March 2011: 1, 8–9; March and Keith 2016: 1). 

However, citing Hildebrandt and Striethorst’s (2010) argument, “the 

German LP [Left Party] is fundamentally unclear about whether it is an 

‘anti-neoliberal or anti-capitalist party or a party that is critical towards 

capitalism’ with crucial issues such as its stance towards private property 

and analysis of capitalism undecided,” March assesses that, 

“contemporary RLPs are less ideological and more pragmatic than in the 
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Soviet era” (March 2011: 9–10, 19). Chiocchetti (2017: 10) also argues, 

“The term [anti-capitalism], however, is too vague to be useful. On the 

one hand, anti-capitalism is precisely one of those elements which the 

post-1989 radical left has generally tended to downplay.” 

Therefore, it is unreasonable to define the European left’s character 

uniformly as anti-capitalist. For example, Spanish Podemos, a left-

populist party, does not mention the working class. The French 

Communist Party (PCF) has been institutionalized within the system and 

constantly cooperated with the Socialist Party, and red-green parties in 

Northern Europe have cooperated as junior partners of social democratic 

parties. It is hard to call all those parties anti-capitalist. 

March argues, “extremists are anti-democrats per se, while radicals 

are anti-liberal democratic, but not anti-democratic per se (Mudde 2006). 

[…] the degree of ‘extremism’ of those actors who regularly participate 

in the Electoral process is questionable” (March 2011: 10, 18). These 

arguments are meaningful because extreme revolutionary leftists have 

become more and more a minority, and their aggressiveness of argument 

and practice has been softening. However, since Lenin insisted, in ‘Left 

Wing’ Communism, an Infantile Disorder (Lenin 1970), that communists 

should participate even in deceptive parliaments unless it was a 

revolutionary period, the left’s electoral participation has been natural. 

Therefore, this alone cannot differentiate democratic from anti-

democratic. Instead, democratic and anti-democratic should be 

distinguished depending on whether revolution and overthrow are at the 

center of their strategy. There are still revolutionary leftists advocating 

revolution and subversion, as seen in the British SWP and Greek 

Antarsya. Therefore, it cannot be justified that all leftists are not ‘anti-

democratic’ forces. 

March et al. emphasize internationalism as a characteristic of the left: 

“this radical Left is left by its commitments to equality and 

internationalism and radical in its aspirations to fundamental 

transformation of capitalism” (March and Mudde 2005; March 2011: 

March and Keith 2016: 5). It is true that proletarian internationalism, such 

as “Working men of all countries, Unite!,” is an essential value of the left. 

However, after the Comintern or the Soviet bloc’s dissolution, the 

International party movement has virtually been extinguished, and 

internationalism has weakened. As seen in the European Parliament, all 

European forces form political groups to respond to European politics. In 

addition to these responses, after World War II or the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, social democratic parties have tried to expand their forces 
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in Southern and Eastern Europe, and green parties are trying to expand 

their forces and claims globally. 

In comparison, it cannot be said that leftists are passionate about 

expanding the international communist party movement or leftist 

movements as in the past, beyond the pursuit of international cooperation 

and solidarity, and beyond the Trotskyists exporting/replicating their 

branches. It is difficult to say that many national leftists, Stalinist 

successor parties, and reform communist parties, which have 

increasingly become social-democratic in pursuit of a national solution, 

are particularly internationalist. Therefore, March and Keith’s claim that 

internationalism is a distinctive feature of the current European left 

distinguishing it from other political forces is not in line with reality.  

In other words, the anti-capitalist and internationalist elements of the 

left have been consistently weakened, and there are anti-democratic 

forces, although minorities, which adhere to revolution and subversion. 

Therefore, March et al.’s argument that the European left at present is 

‘anti-capitalist but not anti-democratic’ and ‘internationalistic’ cannot be 

applied to the whole left or the radical left. 

 

[T]here is in fact relative consensus as to what constitutes the radical 

Left (March 2012: 315–20). The present study draws on various 

authors – that is, March and Mudde (2005: 25), March (2011, 2012 ), 

and Bale and Dunphy (2011 ) – to arrive at the following definition 

of the radical Left: A party to the left of social democracy that rejects 

the underlying socioeconomic structure of contemporary capitalism 

and its values and practices while advocating for alternative 

economic and power structures that involve a major redistribution 

of resources from the existing social and political elites (Katsourides 

2016: 4).  

 

Yiannos Katsourides accepts March’s (2011: 8) definition. In particular, 

Katsourides’ assertion of “a major redistribution of resources from the 

existing social and political elites” is based on March et al.’s core 

argument that “So many RLPs […] now use populist anti-establishment 

appeals” (March 2011; March and Keith 2016: 12). However, it is a 

traditional standpoint of the left to focus on and criticize society’s 

structural contradictions, not on those of a specific person, group, or layer. 

Most leftists are opposed to the ruling class, capitalist class, capitalist 

party, and capitalist system, not social and political elites. Therefore, even 

if there is such agitation, it cannot be generalized or called an essential 
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characteristic of the left. (The confrontation between the people and the 

elite/vested groups related to populism will be discussed in detail in 

Section 4-1). Besides, it is illogical to argue that they ‘reject’ (not criticize 

nor oppose) the existing socio-economic structure of capitalism and its 

values and practices, while accepting the claim that most radical left 

parties have become ‘less ideological and more pragmatic.’ 

Babak Amini (2016: 12) says, “Radical left parties are those which, 

on the political spectrum, are to the left of social democratic parties, 

although many do not consider social democratic parties as belonging to 

the left; hence, they do not always identify themselves in relation to social 

democratic parties. […] They are anti-capitalist (although they 

increasingly frame this in terms of resistance to neoliberalism) and pro-

democracy.” However, saying the social democratic party does not 

belong to the left means that the left is the only force to the left of the 

social democracy. This argument contradicts his usage, calling the only 

force not the left but the radical left, because the radical left itself is part 

of the left, not the whole. Saying that radical left parties do not always 

identify themselves in relation to social democratic parties while, at the 

same time, presenting social democratic parties as their reference, is 

illogical. 

Chiocchetti treats the radical left as a party family. However, unlike 

March et al., because it is improper to define the radical left in terms of 

an indicator of anti-capitalism, which the radical left has generally tended 

to downplay, Chiocchetti suggests ‘class left,’ which is a separate 

tendency from and to the left of social democracy, and ‘anti-

neoliberalism’ as qualifiers (Chiocchetti 2017: 9-10). However, there is 

no reason to define the left in relation to social democracy, and there is 

no way to explain its acceptance of the non-class agenda, such as gender 

equality and ecologism, which is a characteristic of the radical left, 

especially when the radical left is regarded as class left. While denying 

working-class hegemony, eco-socialists can propose socialism as their 

ideal because they focus on the capitalist system’s irrationality. In other 

words, by putting capitalism at the center of the definition of the left, it 

can be a force that resists the injustice and irrationality created by 

capitalism. If the working class is put at the center, like in the old left, the 

non-class agenda is dropped out. The left has always been distinguished 

from other political forces by its different attitudes toward capitalism and 

socialism. Moreover, these attitudes have been continuously changing. 

Past leftists ascribed society’s main problems to the capitalist system, 

opposed capitalism, and pursued socialism. However, contemporary 
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European leftists consist of forces that diverge on many points: attitudes 

toward capitalism, according to their position, are skeptical, critical, 

opposing, rejecting, and challenging; their prescriptions are radical 

reform, fundamental transformation, and revolution; their prospects and 

strategies are electoral and parliamentary struggle, street struggle, and 

insurrection and uprising. 

The position that encompasses various attitudes toward capitalism, 

from anti-capitalism to anti-neoliberalism, is one that criticizes and 

opposes the reality of capitalism, not the capitalist system. Moreover, 

whether many leftists put socialism on the shelf or not, they have in 

common the pursuit of socialism’s ideals and values. I am saying 

‘socialist ideals and values,’ not socialism, because there is no consensus 

within the left on socialism’s content and operating principles. There are 

many versions of socialism: Stalinist socialism, democratic socialism, 

ecosocialism, self-managed socialism, market socialism, and democratic 

planned economy. Leftists’ will to win socialism also varies. Therefore, 

what is shared is socialism’s ideals and values, e.g., solidarity and 

equality. The five common core agendas agreed by the Party of the 

European Left (PEL) are “peace, democracy, social justice, gender 

equality, and respect for nature” (Heilig 2016). Although 31 left parties 

attended the inaugural meeting of PEL, what they agreed on was not 

socialism but ideals and values on which socialists could agree. The same 

is true of red-green parties’ programs that advocate social justice, gender 

equality, and ecologism. That is the identity shared and agreed upon by 

most of the current European left. 

Chiocchetti’s definition of the current European left as a class left to 

the left of social democracy that adopts an anti-neoliberal strategy in the 

medium term has many positive points. However, there is no reason to 

define the left by relying on its relationship with social democrats. Since 

many leftists accept non-class agendas, it should be defined in relation to 

capitalism, not class, and include an attitude toward socialism that 

distinguishes the left from other political forces. Hence, this book 

suggests an alternative definition: the contemporary European left is a 

force that pursues socialism’s ideals and values while criticizing and 

opposing the reality of capitalism. 

 

2-2. Discussions on the composition and classification of the 

left 
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Criticism of the party family approach 

Party family is a metaphorical concept in comparative politics. In that 

conception, parties from different countries with the same identity or 

similarity, such as social democratic parties and green parties, are 

regarded as a family. Peter Mair and Cas Mudde (1998) emphasize the 

role and usefulness of the concept of ‘party family’ for a comparative 

study of party politics. They compare the four identifiers for classifying 

party families: “origins and sociology [meaning that parties reflect 

various cleavages in society], transnational links, policy and ideology, 

and party name.” They propose origins and ideology as most suitable and 

the other two as additional identifiers for the specification and 

classification of party families. In other words, this is a discussion of the 

boundaries between party families. 

Many European countries’ parties, such as conservative parties, 

liberal parties, Christian democratic parties, and social democratic parties, 

have the same or similar names and characters because their societies’ 

core cleavage structures are similar. This is called the ‘cleavage model’ 

of Stein Rokkan (1970). Von Beyme (1985) “constructed several 

different taxonomies based on different criteria, but its most important 

classification is that of the ‘familles spirituelles’ [family spirit] based 

explicitly on the criterion of ideology” (Mair and Mudde 1998). 

 

Which parties are ‘radical left’? […] I mainly identify RLPs 

according to their ideological affinity. There are of course other 

illuminating ways to do so, including party origins, historical 

tradition, international affiliation, policy choices. […] However, 

focusing on ideology (the ‘party family’ approach) has the virtue of 

focusing more on the longer-term questions of what parties are in 

terms of ideology, strategy and identity than shorter-term questions 

of what they do in terms of electoral tactics and specific policy 

preferences (Mair 1997: 20-24; Mair and Mudde 1998). […] 

However, parties’ self-definition and international affiliation help 

clarify this (March 2011: 15). 

 

With this approach, March classified the radical left into four main sub-

groups (communist, democratic socialist, populist socialist, and social 

populist) according to their ideological positions (March 2011: 16). 

However, March and Keith do not classify the populists as an 

independent subgroup, but revise subtypes of the radical left into 

conservative communist, reform communist, democratic socialist, and 
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revolutionary extreme left: “because of the transverse nature of populism, 

many radical left parties (including Trotskyist parties such as the 

dogmatic Greek Communist Party (KKE) and the Irish Socialist Party 

(SP)) are using populist anti-establishment appeals” (March and Keith 

2016: 8–12). 

With these arguments alone, it is unclear whether March and Keith 

regard the forces to the left of social democracy as a party family. 

However, March argues (2011: 7), “RLPs now comprise a ‘normal’ party 

family with enough common policy and practice to justify being brought 

in ‘from the cold’ to the center of comparative party study.” March and 

Keith regard March (2011) as an important study “providing conceptual 

clarity about the radical Left as party family” and argue, “There is also 

general agreement over the core members of the radical left party family” 

(March and Keith 2016: 2, 5). Therefore, it is clear that March and Keith 

regard the radical left party as a party family, contrasting to the social 

democratic party family and the green party family. 

In other words, since March et al. call the forces to the left of social 

democracy the radical left, their studies and assertions on the radical left 

are not on a part of the left but on the whole left to the left of social 

democracy. Besides, it is an analytical position to view the entire left as 

a party family that can be divided into several subtypes by ideology as an 

identifier (the party family approach). 

While Mair and Mudde’s approach, emphasizing the party’s ideology 

and origin, is a discussion on the boundary between party families, March 

applies it to the classification within a party family. Meanwhile, as in the 

case of the German Left Party, which united the successor party (PDS) of 

the East German communist party (SED) and the defectors (WASG) from 

the West German Social Democratic Party, leftists with different origins 

are increasingly uniting into one party. Therefore, March emphasizes 

ideology as the most important identifier while de-emphasizing the 

‘party’s origin’ (March 2011: 15–16). 

Party families can be classified with various identifiers, including 

ideology. However, the assertion that a party family can again be 

classified by ideology collides with the assertion that the left constitutes 

a party family. The reason why March and Keith describe it as 

“categorizing radical left parties” (March 2011: 15–16; March and Keith 

2016:8) rather than radical left party family seems to be due to their 

theoretical conflicts over the boundaries and composition of a party 

family. 
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In any case, one party family must have an identity distinct from other 

party families. As the concept party family implies, there must be 

similarities or family spirit within the same party family. If that is so, 

there arises a question of whether the current European left constitutes 

one party family. 

Before World War II, or until the ’68 Revolution, to the left of social 

democracy there were virtually only communist parties, except for 

Trotskyists, who were extremely small in number. Moreover, whether 

Stalinists or Trotskyists, they all claimed to be Marxist-Leninist. At that 

time, it was not too much to see the entire left as a party family. Unlike 

when there was only one party, the communist party, in one country 

according to the principle of ‘one country, one party,’ nowadays various 

left parties are active even within a country, fiercely criticizing, 

competing, and rejecting each other. For example, in Greece, the Stalinist 

KKE, the revolutionary left Antarsya, and the radical left Syriza compete 

vigorously. In Portugal, the communist PCP and the radical left Left Bloc 

(BE) compete. In France, the reform communist PCF, the transformative 

left New Anticapitalist Party (NPA), the revolutionary left Workers’ 

Struggle (LO), and the plural left Left Party (PG) compete or coexist. In 

Spain, the left-populist Podemos and the reform communist PCE coexist 

in the united left electoral coalition Unidas Podemos (UP). Based on 

proletarian internationalism, workers of all nations must unite, but in 

reality various left parties reject, compete, and cooperate with each other. 

Party families such as the Christian democratic party, the social 

democratic party, and the green party in various European countries share 

identity and fellowship. They are not made up of parties that criticize and 

compete with each other within their families, so there is no problem to 

group them into one party family. However, while consistent in 

criticizing and opposing capitalism’s reality, including neoliberalism, it 

is not easy to see left parties as a party family because they are distinct 

from, criticize, and reject each other due to their identities and 

assessments of other left parties. 

Moreover, it is unreasonable and meaningless to regard various left 

parties as a party family, such as the British Trotskyist SWP that adheres 

to the revolutionary party, the Greek Stalinist KKE that claims to be the 

true successor of Marxism-Leninism, the German Left Party that centers 

on parliamentarism, and the Spanish Podemos that rejects working-class 

hegemony and class politics. 

Assessing divergent leftists, who are fiercely confronting and 

rejecting each other, as a bunch, runs the risk of overgeneralizing that 
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they are “less ideological and more pragmatic.” It also risks of losing 

sight of how left parties have developed and will develop in the future by 

emphasizing homogeneity over heterogeneity. This risk is the same for 

Chiocchetti (2017), who sees the entire Western European radical left as 

a party family composed of the sum of each country’s leftists. 

As a result, regarding leftists who are rejecting and competing with 

each other as a party family is contrary to the customary usage of the 

concept party family, which presupposes similarity and family spirit, and 

risks downplaying heterogeneity and prioritizing homogeneity. In other 

words, it does not match reality and has no merit. 

Therefore, contrary to other political forces, the current European left 

should be viewed, not as a single party family, but as a large family 

composed of several small families. Both a single party family consisting 

of subtypes and a large party family consisting of small families are 

metaphorical concepts. If the former assumes homogeneity, the latter 

emphasizes heterogeneity. 

 

Various discussions on categorization identifiers of the left 

As seen above, the claim that the left forms a single party family is 

untenable. However, whether we see the left as a single party family or 

not, how the left is composed of or categorized is crucial for 

understanding the current left party movement. 

Depending on the purpose of the categorizing or the viewpoint of the 

left party movement, the left can be categorized by one or more 

identifiers, such as ideology, attitude or strategy toward the system, 

organizational composition and principle, orientation, values, origin, and 

international affiliation. For example, revolutionary leftists, such as the 

British Trotskyist SWP, call their right sides social reformist and social 

liberalist according to their attitudes toward the system. Bertil Videt 

(2011) of the Fourth International divides the left into anti-capitalist and 

anti-neoliberal, rather than reformist and revolutionary. Mair and Mudde 

(1998) emphasize origin and ideology, March (2011) focuses on ideology, 

Gomez et al. (2016) prioritize the attitude toward the New Left agenda, 

and Katsourides (2016) emphasizes the attitude toward the EU. All can 

be used to categorize the left. The point is which identifiers should be 

used to grasp the left party movement’s history and reality. 

While various identifiers can be used to classify the left, the choice 

of identifiers must not be arbitrary. For a meaningful classification of the 

left, it is necessary to understand how the various leftists are separated 
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and behave distinctly from each other in reality, and what are the 

historical backgrounds that gave rise to such distinctive activities. 

Furthermore, the classification should be a reflection of reality and 

historical context. 

  

In this respect, as Katsourides (2016) and Chiocchetti (2017) point out, 

categorizing the European left, which is becoming increasingly “less 

ideological and more pragmatic,” by ideology, as March (2011) does, is 

not so relevant. 

Gomez et al. (2016) argue: Despite the broad agreement around the 

characterization of RLPs, the degree of scholarly agreement about 

March’s portrayal is mixed: “The ideological evolution of the Communist 

and radical left post-Communist parties blurred the boundaries between 

the old Communist and Left Socialist families, and led to the formation 

of a new and distinct RLP family”; and “RLPs differ in the extent to 

which they adopt New Politics issues.” So, they propose a classification 

of Traditional RLPs and New Left RLPs. 

Of course, it is possible and meaningful to categorize the left 

according to the extent to which they adopt New Politics issues. However, 

that categorization is not sufficient to grasp the characteristics of the RLP, 

which appeared in the left party movement history since the 1990s. They 

are not the green party or the red-green party, deviating from the old left 

movement to accept the New Left agenda after the 1970s. 

 

Yiannos Katsourides argues that to see the whole left as a single party 

family is problematic and only the new left, distinct from the old and the 

New Left, is the radical left party. He continues:  

 

The “hard” Left favours nationalizations and central planning of the 

economy, demands the dissolution of NATO, and usually advises 

leaving the EU. The former group (RLPs) could be called a “soft” 

Left; they are more sympathetic to the new post-material, identity 

movements. This group favours a Keynesian economic policy that 

accepts privatization of some sectors of the economy as well as 

private initiative; they are suspicious of the EU but do not advise 

withdrawal from it. The RLPs aspire to represent the entire 

population and not just the working class. Most scholars, however, 

usually treat these differences as intra-family variations, so this 

approach is adopted here as well. 
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The European Union is increasingly perceived as the most 

significant factor influencing RLPs’ policies and strategic choices in 

national arenas, as well as the principal domain where power 

struggles unfold in contemporary Europe (Katsourides 2016: 5-6).  

 

As such, he emphasizes the EU factor. However, deradicalization has 

been consistently promoted in the establishment of the welfare state and 

institutional democracy. Therefore, it is questionable that the EU is the 

‘most’ significant factor influencing RLPs’ deradicalization, policy, and 

strategy. 

Rejection of and withdrawal from the EU is one of the far-right’s most 

prominent agitations at this time, in an effort to break away from the 

common standards/regulations on labor, environment, and migrants. In 

other words, it is a nationalistic and exclusive solution based on welfare 

chauvinism against globalized capitalism. On the other hand, the green 

party is active in European integration because the most effective path 

for realizing the green agendas, such as zero-carbon or climate justice, is 

a Europe-wide resolution and regulation. Therefore, it stands in the 

opposite position to the far-right. In contrast, the position of the left is not 

unified. 

Before the 1990s, communist parties based on the camp logic and 

Lenin’s analysis of imperialism instinctively opposed NATO and 

European integration, and many leftists have opposed EU integration 

because sacrifices would be imposed on the working class in the process 

of European integration promoted from the position of capital (Hudson 

2012: 9–10). Nevertheless, European integration has become a reality, 

and even a monetary union has been promoted. At present, the European 

left’s attitudes toward the EU range from strong rejection, to participatory 

reform, to critical acceptance. Although it can be divided into hard and 

soft left based on the current attitude toward the EU, the left’s attitudes 

are constantly swaying. For example, Syriza’s predecessor, Synaspismos 

(Coalition of the Left, of Movements and Ecology), was rooted in the 

Eurocommunist KKE interior, and Syriza took power with the slogan of 

staying in the eurozone. However, the ‘Left Platform’ group emerged, 

insisting on ‘Plan B,’ which proposed withdrawal from the eurozone 

against the structural adjustment of the Troika (International Monetary 

Fund, European Union, European Central Bank). Seeing Syriza’s 

capitulation in 2015, many leftists have become skeptical of the EU or 

the eurozone. 
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Regarding this, Babak Amini diagnoses: “On the European level, 

radical left parties have become less ‘Eurorejects’ and more ‘Eurosceptic’ 

over the years, especially since the late 1990s. […] However, after the 

unsuccessful attempt by the SYRIZA government, […] one can expect a 

gradual shift towards Eurojection along the radical left parties” (Amini 

2016: 12–13). Of course, this diagnosis is excessive, as most of the left 

do not currently insist on withdrawal from the EU. 

However, unlike the far-right, which put the EU withdrawal or 

rejection to the fore, leftists’ positions are not unified. The negative side 

of the EU must be resolved, if not by collapse or national withdrawal, 

then by pressure from the European population’s widespread 

mobilization, or the EU’s democratization through politics within the 

European Parliament. Therefore, all leftists participate in the European 

Parliament elections, whether they see the EU as negative or not. The 

side for reforming the EU is becoming more common than that for 

withdrawal from the EU.  

As withdrawal from the common market and the monetary union is 

related to each country’s economic situation, a soft left can take a hard 

position and a hard left a soft position. The former Finance Minister of 

Syriza, Yanis Varoufakis, modest in any sense, insisted on withdrawal 

from the eurozone along with EU remodeling/democratization. In the 

2016 Brexit referendum, low education, manual labor, low income, high 

unemployment, older ages, and rural areas showed higher approval rates. 

The upper-middle class, higher education, cosmopolitan areas, and young 

people more often chose the opposite. In particular, migrant workers and 

highly educated youth, including the unemployed in cosmopolitan areas, 

preferred to remain in the EU, which guarantees labor’s free movement 

(Becker et al. 2017; Hobolt 2016). In other words, the neoliberal-

deprived/victimized and neoliberal-dissatisfied groups were more pro-

Brexit, but the working class was divided over pros and cons, as seen 

from the fact that the voting result was neck and neck (51.89% in favor). 

It cannot be guaranteed that withdrawal from the EU, which means 

withdrawal from the common market, especially from common 

regulation, will give the British economy a national solution. It has 

nothing to do with leftist class discourse or power structure change. In 

this regard, it is questionable whether the British SWP’s assertion of the 

Left Exit (Lexit) of the working class, emphasizing the reactionary aspect 

of the EU as a project of capital, can persuade the people/masses, 

including the whole working class, and encourage their will to seize state 

power. 
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Therefore, most of the left are on the side of EU reform, and attitudes 

toward the common market and common currency may change 

depending on each country’s situation. In other words, although there are 

revolutionary leftists who presume withdrawal from the EU as a strategic 

route, most leftists do not insist on withdrawal from the EU and regard it 

as a tactical route that they can choose in certain circumstances. There is 

not much reason or need to distinguish between hard and soft left 

according only to their different attitudes toward the EU, like Katsourides 

(2016) does. 

 

2-3. Classification of the left according to the party movement 

approach 

 

Since the 1990s, the mainstream European left is RLPs, integrating 

various leftists into one party. They have no choice but to embrace 

differences in ideologies and values. As seen in Greece, revolutionary 

leftists (revolutionaries and activists) are scattered not only in Antarsya, 

an umbrella party of revolutionary leftists, and the KKE, a Stalinist party, 

but also in Syriza. 

In other words, most current European leftists behave separately from 

each other, not according to ideology, the dichotomy between reform and 

revolution, or differences in attitudes toward the New Left agenda or the 

EU, but according to differences in identity defined by each party. These 

different activities are confirmed in the ‘transnational links’ of each party. 

These different links reflect the identity that each party has chosen 

for itself, and the core of this identity is each left party’s movement theory. 

Besides, this movement theory consists of various elements, such as 

ideals, values, and strategies. In retrospect, the left has been split 

according to the difference in movement theories. For example, the 

Comintern, which formed after the Russian Revolution, called social 

democrats reformists and split from them to pursue the unity of 

revolutionary communists. Unlike Stalinist parties, Eurocommunist and 

reform communist parties gave up the proletarian dictatorship and 

adopted political pluralism and multi-party democracy. Left parties are 

also having different international affiliations/transnational links because 

of differences in their identities. Therefore, categorizing current leftists 

should reflect the reality of transnational links in which each party 

behaves separately. It should also reflect the historical context in which 

left parties have been divided according to movement theories. Only a 
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categorization consistent with the reality and with the historical context 

of the leftist movement can be meaningful. So, it is necessary to start 

figuring out what kind of relationships/connections various left parties of 

each country have with other left parties at home and abroad. Taking 

‘transnational links,’ which are different according to party movement 

theories, as a categorizing identifier of the left can also be called the 

‘party movement approach.’ 

 

National/international cooperation and affiliation types of the left 

Since the 1990s, when the Soviet bloc collapsed, efforts by the left to 

escape marginalization have appeared as national/international 

cooperation organizations among leftists, except for the Trotskyist 

International party organizations that prioritized building branches under 

the same identity and discipline, rather than cooperation.  

There are various affiliation types in a country: a temporal or 

permanent electoral coalition to adapt to the electoral system, a 

permanent umbrella party, and a unitary party/membership party. Most 

RLPs or left unitary parties have followed a path from an electoral 

coalition to an umbrella party to a single party, or from an electoral 

coalition to a single party. For example, the ‘Greek Left’ (EAR) was a 

unitary party created by KKE defectors in 1989, and the ‘Coalition of the 

Left and Progress’ (SYN) was a temporal electoral alliance created by 

EAR and KKE. Synaspismos was also a unitary party, which combined 

non-doctrinal leftists and KKE reformers after SYN collapsed. Syriza 

had been an electoral coalition launched by Synaspismos with various 

leftists and converted into a single party in 2013. Antarsya is an electoral 

coalition and umbrella party that was founded in 2009 by various 

revolutionary leftists. The United Left (IU), led by the Communist Party 

of Spain (PCE), is a permanent electoral coalition and umbrella party of 

various leftists, and Unidas Podemos (UP) is an electoral coalition of the 

United Left (IU) and Podemos (Marioulas 2012; Heilig 2016). 

 

The first initiative [of international cooperation] took shape as the 

New European Left Forum (NELF) which was founded in 1991. […] 

It was broadly defined as a grouping of democratic socialist (as 

opposed to social democratic) parties. Drawn from 17 countries, 

almost entirely communist or former communist parties, or parts 

thereof, the Forum was valued for its open discussion, equal 

cooperation and the possibilities that it presented […] without any 
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of the centralised constraints of previous international communist 

organisations (Hudson 2012: 38). 

On 8 May 2004 the Party of the European Left (EL) was founded. 

It has been attempting to work out a common political identity 

amongst member parties, without ignoring national political 

conditions. It is governed by the principle of consensus (Heilig 

2016). 

 

NELF, where reform communists and various left parties joined, is 

defined as a democratic socialist group. Although March (2011: 16) 

distinguishes democratic socialism from reform communism, democratic 

socialism is not the exclusive property of non-communist leftists. As in 

the case of the East German communist successor party (SED), which 

renamed itself the Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS) before joining 

the Left Party, most reform communist and successor communist parties 

advocate democratic socialism. In contrast, as seen in the KKE’s 2013 

party congress resolution, ‘democratic planned economy’ is a slogan of 

hardline leftists who oppose the market. 

‘Transform! Europe,’ a think tank of EL/PEL, has branches in several 

European countries. EU integration and the European Parliament’s 

formation in 1995 led to the forming of the ‘Nordic Green Left’ (NGL). 

Most NGL members, excluding the Finnish Left Alliance (VAS) and the 

Danish Red-Green Alliance (RGA), have participated in PEL only as 

observers. 

For joint action in the European Parliament, PEL and NGL formed a 

political group GUE/NGL (the Confederal Group of the European United 

Left/Nordic Green Left). “The group has a confederal character, that is, 

each party retains its autonomy and therefore makes its own decisions 

within the broad framework of the group” (Heilig 2016). At the European 

Parliament level, most left parties, including communist, radical left, red-

green, and anti-austerity parties, excluding social democratic parties and 

green parties, belong to GUE/NGL group. 

There is also the International Meeting of Communist and Workers’ 

Parties (IMCWP), where communists worldwide have joined since 1998. 

In addition to conservative communist and successor communist parties, 

reform communist parties such as the French Communist Party (PCF) 

and the Spanish Communist Party (PCE), ruling communist parties of 

China and North Korea, and communist parties of Estonia, Kazakhstan, 

and Iran also joined IMCWP. The ‘Initiative of Communist and Workers’ 

Party (Initiative) is led by the Greek communist party (KKE) and brings 
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together Stalinists who claim to be Marxist-Leninists. Most successor 

communist and reform communist parties did not join it. KKE withdrew 

from GUE/NGL in 2014. 

In March 2000, before PEL’s founding in 2004, leftists sympathetic 

to anti-capitalism formed the ‘European Anti-Capitalist Left’ 

(EAL/EACL), but they did not gain political influence. Reform 

communist and radical left parties have led PEL, and some red-green 

parties have joined it. The Scottish Socialist Party (SSP), French 

Revolutionary Communist League (LCR), Danish Red-Green Alliance 

(RGA), Portuguese Left Bloc, Italian Communist Refoundation Party 

(Rifondazione), and Greek Synaspismos joined EACL, as Murray Smith 

(2014) notes. Thus, various left parties (revolutionary left, radical left, 

and some red-green parties, except for communist (Stalinist and reform 

communist) parties joined EACL. 

There is also an anti-austerity political movement in the EU called 

‘Now the People!/Maintenant le Peuple!’ It includes the Portuguese Left 

Bloc belonging to PEL, the Danish RGA, the Finnish Left Alliance (VAS) 

and the Swedish Left Party (V) belonging to NGL, and the Spanish 

Podemos and La France Insoumise (Unbowed France) not belonging to 

PEL or NGL. They all belong to GUE/NGL. Among them, La France 

Insoumise is an anti-austerity plural left party including environmental 

activists, and Podemos is a party that adopts populism instead of class 

politics. 

As such, current European left parties participate in one or more 

transnational links. For example, the Danish RGA joined EACL, PEL, 

NGL, and Now the People! The Portuguese Left Bloc participates in all 

of these organizations except NGL. On the other hand, revolutionary 

leftists participate only in EACL, Stalinists only in Initiative, reform 

communists and some radical left parties only in PEL, and some red-

green parties only in NGL. The left-populist Podemos and the plural left 

La France Insoumise participate only in Now the People! Except for KKE, 

which has left GUE/NGL, and revolutionary leftists who do not have a 

seat in the European Parliament, all other parties belong to the GUE/NGL 

group in the European Parliament. 

Left parties have one or several transnational links because their 

identities are different. These identities are defined by their party 

movement theories, which are different according to their ideals, values, 

and strategies. In other words, current European leftists affiliate 

themselves with different groups and behave separately according to the 

differences in identities that have developed according to their party 
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movement theories. For the left, a party is a movement from the 

beginning, and division within the left is a division of movement theory, 

if not sectarianism/factionalism. So the left has always been divided and 

behaved separately according to different movement theories. Therefore, 

it is natural that transnational links are also distinguished by the party 

movement theory. 

Although some leftists still emphasize ideology and the dichotomy of 

reform and revolution, and reject the New Left agenda, most current 

leftists do not behave separately according to these identifiers. For 

example, although revolutionary leftists participate only in EACL which 

advocates anti-capitalism, the Portuguese Left Bloc and Danish RGA 

participate not only in EACL but also in Now the People!, which does 

not advocate anti-capitalism. As such, most leftists do not behave 

separately according to the dichotomy of reform and revolution or 

attitudes toward the New Left agenda. There is no reason to categorize 

leftists by attitudes or policies toward the EU, which may change 

depending on the situation. In the case of RLPs into which old left parties 

transformed or various leftists united, party origin cannot be a meaningful 

identifier. 

With the welfare state’s establishment, the new middle class, different 

from the traditional working class, emerged, and the neoliberal-deprived 

layer formed as neoliberal attacks progressed. Although current leftists 

differ in their emphasis on specific classes or strata according to their 

movement theory, they do not behave according to these social cleavages. 

Left parties have chosen various transnational links according to their 

own identities, formed according to the differences in their movement 

theories composed of ideas, values, and strategies. Therefore, it becomes 

a suitable identifier for categorizing the left, and such categorization 

naturally corresponds to realities and historical contexts. 

 

Defining and categorizing small party movement families 

As shown in <Table 1 >, current European left parties behave differently 

in their transnational links according to their different party movement 

theories. Those can be divided into old and new-type left party 

movements.  

The former includes the revolutionary left, Stalinist, and reform 

communist party. The latter includes the radical left party uniting various 

leftists as a single party, the red-green party combined with the New Left 

agenda, and the left-populist party actively adopting the populist strategy. 
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Table 1: Categorization and characteristics of small party movement families in 

the European left 

  
revolutionary 

left 
Stalinist 

reform 
communist 

radical left red-green left-populist 

 SWP KKE PCF Die Linke RGA Podemos 

 LO, SP PCP 
PCE, PRC, 

AKEL, KPÖ , 
PvdA 

Syriza, BE, SSP, 
Déi Lénk, ZL 

V, VAS, SV, 
VG 

 

party movement 
model 

vanguard party 
working-class 
mass party 

working-class 
mass party 

left unitary party red-green party leader-people 

international link EACL 
Initiative, 
IMCWP 

PEL, IMCWP PEL NGL 
Now the 
People! 

European Parliament   GUE/NGL GUE/NGL GUE/NGL GUE/NGL 

Stalinist dictatorship negative positive negative negative negative negative 

proletarian 
dictatorship 

positive  abandon negative negative negative 

organizing principle 
democratic 
centralism 

democratic 
centralism 

 pluralism pluralism direct democracy 

nationalization positive positive positive    

economic model  
democratic 
planned 
economy 

  ecosocialism  

ideology socialism communism 
democratic 
socialism 

democratic 
socialism 

left libetarianism 
radical 

democracy 

feminism negative negative accept accept/fuse fuse fuse 

ecologism  passive  accept/fuse fuse fuse 

movement theory non-parliament 
parliament/labo
r movement 

parliament/labo
r movement 

parliament/soci
al movement 

parliament/soci
al movement 

parliament/civil 
movement 

anti-capitalism anti-capitalism anti-capitalism 
anti-

neoliberalism 
anti-

neoliberalism 
anti-

neoliberalism 
anti-austerity 

Europe integration reject reject criticize criticize/accept accept accept 

Main support base student, intellectual trade union 
trade union, 
pensioner 

neoliberal 
deprived/dissati

sfied, social 
movement 

new middle 
class, social 
movement 

neoliberal 
deprived/ 
dissatisfied, 

middle class, civil 
movement 

SWP: Socialist Workers Party (British), LO: Workers’ Struggle (France), SP: Socialist 

Party (Ireland), KKE: Communist Party of Greece, PCP: Portuguese Communist Party, 

PCF: French Communist Party, PCE: Communist Party of Spain, PRC: Communist 

Refoundation Party (Italy), AKEL: Progressive Party of the Working People (Cyprus), 

KPÖ: Communist Party of Austria, PvdA: Workers’ Party of Belgium, Die Linke: The 

Left (German), Syriza: Coalition of the Radical Left (Greece), BE: Left Block (Portugal), 

SSP: Scottish Socialist Party, Déi Lénk: The Left (Luxembourg), ZL: United Left 

(Slovenia), RGA: Red-Green Alliance  (Denmark), V: Left Party (Sweden), VAS: Left 

Alliance (Finland), SV: Socialist Left Party (Norway), VG: Left-Green Movement 

(Iceland), Podemos: We Can (Spain).  

Source: Author. 



Character and Composition of the Contemporary European Left 29 

 

The revolutionary left party, represented by the British Socialist 

Workers’ Party (SWP), is a force that advocates proletarian 

internationalism, a vanguard party model, democratic centralism, and 

working-class hegemony, and is reluctant to accept non-class agendas 

(Molyneux 1978; Kelly 2018: 98–100). It consists mainly of Trotskyists, 

sometimes Maoists and revolutionary communists. It participated in 

EACL, but did not join PEL led by reform communist parties. 

The Stalinist party, represented by the Communist Party of Greece 

(KKE), advocates its historical practices and achievements, adheres to 

democratic centralism and working-class centrism, and is insensitive to 

intra-party democracy and gender equality. It joined the Initiative. 

Stalinist and Trotskyist parties both call themselves Marxist-Leninist, 

and confront each other on Stalin and the Soviet Union’s evaluation. The 

former regards the mass party as fundamental, emphasizes the ‘one 

nation, one party’ principle and opposes sectarian activities. The latter 

prioritizes the International/internationalism and the ‘correct’ 

revolutionary line, and has divided incessantly (Kelly 2018: 216–228). 

Other things, including democratic centralism, are similar. 

The reform communist party, represented by the French Communist 

Party (PCF), shares many points with the Stalinist party. It values the 

working class, jobs, and state welfare. It abolished democratic centralism, 

adopted multi-party democracy, the New Left agenda, and democratic 

socialism, and is critical of the political repression of Stalin’s days. It is 

active in cooperation with other left forces, following the tradition of the 

united front tactic. 

The difference between the radical left party and the red-green party, 

as new left party movements, is that the former centers on the integration 

of various leftist forces, while the latter focuses on the integration of the 

values of the left and the New Left. Therefore, their formative 

backgrounds are different. Thus, the two are different in party movement 

theory and transnational links: the former mainly joined PEL and the 

latter NGL. However, as seen in the Danish RGA and Finnish VAS, 

which belong to NGL and PEL, the difference between the two is not 

significant, and their values and practices are converging. 

The left-populist party, represented by the Spanish Podemos, based 

on the post-Marxist radical democracy strategy, does not recognize 

working-class hegemony and actively pursues a populist strategy based 

on the confrontation of the people vs. the establishment instead of labor 

vs. capital. Therefore, unlike other left parties, it does not share the ideals 

of anti-capitalism and socialism. 
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There are some ambiguous cases. For example, some communist 

successor parties in Eastern Europe are similar to the Stalinist party in 

many respects, such as in their practice of democratic centralism. 

However, the Czech Communist Party (KSČM/CPBM) is an institutional 

conservative communist party that focuses only on legal elections. 

CPBM participated in PEL as an observer and did not join the Initiative. 

CPBM, PCRM, a communist successor party in Moldova, Sinn Féin in 

Ireland, and AKEL, a national communist party in Cyprus, could be 

classified as the reform communist party. The Danish Socialist People’s 

Party (SF), while belonging to NGL, joined the green party group in the 

European Parliament. 
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3 Backgrounds and Characteristics of the 
Radical Left Party 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter discusses the backgrounds and universal characteristics of 

the radical left party (RLP), a new-type left party movement that is the 

most characteristic of the contemporary European left. 

For the left, a party is a movement from the beginning, and the 

divisions within the left are divisions of movement theory, if not 

sectarianism. The RLP has emerged since 1990 and is a new-type left 

party in which ‘various leftists unite as one party,’ unlike traditional left 

parties based on a single ideology or identity. It is a left unitary party 

movement formed in the era of globalized neoliberalism. This means that 

the RLP should be viewed as a historical product with its own movement 

theory (the party movement approach). 

As Luke March does not regard the RLP as a new-type left party 

movement, he calls all forces to the left of social democracy the radical 

left. Since he generalizes that all the left has become “less ideological 

and more pragmatic,” he fails to grasp this new party movement’s 

meaning (March 2011: 12-20). 

While many left-wing researchers have paid attention to the 

cooperation and reorganization of leftists, which has become active since 

the 1990s, they do not understand that the RLP is a qualitatively new left 

party movement (Hudson 2012; Heilig 2016; Amini 2016; Musto 2016). 

Even if they view the RLP as a historically new movement and analyze 

its historical backgrounds, they focus mainly on the change in ideology, 

like Gomez et al. (2016). 

The RLP, also called the left unitary party or the broad left party, is 

distinct from old left party movements that stop at an electoral coalition 

or umbrella party based on the united front tactic. Except for Hildebrandt 

and Daiber (2009), its organizational and operating principles, forming 

the new party’s characteristics, have been suggested as core parts of the 
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new left party projects or of the new strategy of the left (Sabado 2008, 

Hildebrandt and Daiber 2009, Sousa and Costa 2011, Smith 2014).  

Therefore, there is no unified explanation for RLP’s backgrounds and 

characteristics. The following sections start to examine the various ways 

of explaining the radical left (party)’s backgrounds, and trace leftists’ 

responses to them, leading to RLP’s various characteristics. 

 

3-1. Various ways of explaining the backgrounds of the radical 

left (party) 

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the radical left is part of the left. 

However, many researchers, such as Luke March and Paolo Chiocchetti, 

call all the forces to the left of social democracy the radical left. Even so, 

they also agree that the radical left emerged after the 1990s with different 

characteristics from the old left and in response to the old left’s crises. 

Therefore, whether the radical left constitutes a whole or only a part of 

the current European left, discussions on the backgrounds of the RLP 

overlap. 

 

March states that current RLPs are generally on the path of 

deradicalization. He says, “because of the dominance of Realos [realists], 

contemporary RLPs are less ideological and more pragmatic than in the 

Soviet era” in the face of a number of dilemmas, such as the dilemma of 

‘left’s strategy,’ the dilemma of the Leninist revolutionary party model, 

the dilemma of democratic socialism following the minoritizing of the 

industrial proletariat, the ‘perverse trick’ of democratic institutions, and 

the ‘radical dilemma’ of a trade-off between ‘identity’ versus ‘efficacy,’ 

as well as deradicalized environments, such as the ‘end of history’ thesis, 

negative effects of globalization and EU integration, ‘embedded neo-

liberalism,’ and the collapse of the USSR (March 2011: 12-15, 19). 

The left has been continuously deradicalized, and the backgrounds 

against which this has occurred that are identified by March are not 

without persuasion. However, such a superficial or empirical explanation, 

which describes the changes of left parties as a process of escaping 

radicality due to internal and external difficulties, is insufficient to answer 

why the RLP emerged as a new party movement with specific 

characteristics at a specific time. In particular, the backgrounds March 

identifies are the dilemmas that Western European leftists have 
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continuously faced since World War II, let alone since the collapse of the 

Soviet bloc and EU integration. 

Focusing on deradicalization is in line with the self-claimed 

revolutionary leftists’ standpoint of seeing social democrats as social 

liberalists and the intermediate forces as social reformists. In other words, 

their standpoint is to view the characteristics of the current RLP as a 

reformist attempt to abandon revolution. However, March’s explanation 

is improper or inadequate. Such explanation implies that there is no other 

way but deradicalization for the left’s growth. It means that the left should 

pursue alliances with other forces beyond the traditional working class, 

and concludes that the left has become open to interclass strategies and 

ideological approaches, such as ecologism and populism (March 2011: 

19). 

Generalizing the deradicalization stems from the limitations of the 

party family approach, emphasizing the entire left’s homogeneity. As the 

party family approach does not view the RLP as a new party movement, 

it does not analyze the reasons why the RLP appeared and its 

characteristics. It is therefore difficult for the party family approach to 

explain the causes of left parties’ divergent performance, as Chapter 4 

shows. 

 

[T]he Communist and New Left/Left Socialist waves of party 

formation generated RLPs. […] Several of them changed their 

strategies and even their identity, transforming into post-Communist 

Democratic Socialist parties, and giving a new twist to the diversity 

of RLPs. The ideological evolution of the Communist and radical 

left post-Communist parties blurred the boundaries between the old 

Communist and Left Socialist families, and led to the formation of 

a new and distinct RLP family (Gomez et al. 2016: 3). 

 

Gomez et al. (2016) see the formation of the RLP as just a process of 

ideological change/evolution, so they do not focus on the RLP’s 

particularity in the left party movement history. 

 

Kate Hudson argues that the realignment of the left and the emergence of 

the new European left took place amid the collapse of the Soviet Union 

and anti-neoliberal struggles against EU integration and the Maastricht 

Treaty. She pays attention to the cooperation and coexistence of leftists, 

which were unthinkable before the 1990s, exampling the electoral 

coalition Spanish United Left (IU), including communists and 
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Trotskyists, and the Party of the European Left (PEL), an international 

cooperation organization of European left parties (Hudson 2012: 7-18). 

Thus, she focuses on the change of movement theory instead of the 

evolution of ideology. However, it is regrettable that she ignores the 

difference between the various leftists’ cooperation and the unitary party 

uniting various leftists. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that she emphasizes 

not only the historical event of Soviet collapse but also class struggle in 

response to neoliberal globalization as the background of the new 

European left. 

 

The evolution and programmatic location of parties to the left of 

social democracy have always also been the product of social 

changes and conflicts within the left. In each case these changes 

meant drastic caesuras for the left, which furthered the emergence 

of the most diverse forms of left parties.  

The first caesura that led to the formation of left parties in 

Europe was the split in social democracy as a result of the First 

World War, the October Revolution, and the founding of the Soviet 

Union. 

The second caesura occurred around the 1968 Prague Spring. 

The split of classical communist parties in western Europe took 

place here in relation to how the CPSU’s claim to leadership was 

seen. 

Increasing European integration, the emergence of new areas of 

social conflict, and new green-alternative movements, as well as the 

growth of the peace movement for (nuclear) disarmament in the 

1970s and 80s marked a third caesura for the left. 

A fourth caesura—especially in the countries of “actually 

existing socialism,” but also in countries of the European 

Community (EC)—came with the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end 

of the power bloc confrontation. 

European integration, which rapidly intensified after the end of 

the power bloc confrontation, the crisis of classical communist and 

other modern left parties, and the simultaneously arising social and 

alter-globalist movements, led by the end of the 1990s to the 

formation of new composite left parties. This fifth caesura also led 

to a pooling of left forces and parties across the borders of nation-

states. 

The unleashing of capitalism—or, more precisely, unbridled, 

revolutionising neoliberalism and the resulting dominance of the 
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financial markets—led from 2007/2008 not only to what was up to 

then the most serious economic and financial crisis of the post-war 

era but also to the emergence of new left anti-austerity movements. 

This sixth caesura led in part to the emergence of new political 

parties or brought about further reforms of already existing left 

parties, as in Spain, Greece, or France (Heilig 2016: 4‑6).  

 

Dominic Heilig shows an insight of the historical or party movement 

approach in suggesting six caesuras. However, it is questionable whether 

this classification is appropriate. First, both the Eurocommunism in the 

second and the green left in the third emerged under the impact of the ’68 

Revolution, so they must be viewed as two responses to one historical 

event. The fifth caesura, European integration and the global justice 

movement, which brought about “party alliances integrating the global 

justice movement” from the end of the 1990s until mid-2000s, are 

separate but successive to the fourth caesura, the end of the Cold War in 

1989-91. The East German Communist Party (SED) converted to the 

Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS), and the Communist Refoundation 

Party (PRC) was launched due to the deviation of the Italian Communist 

Party (PCI) under the influence of the fourth caesura. However, in 

response to the two events, the collapse of the Soviet bloc and European 

integration, the left promoted electoral coalitions, umbrella parties, and 

unitary parties (Hudson 2012: 7-18). The Spanish United Left (IU) 

started as an electoral coalition that grew out of the movement against 

NATO in the 1986 general election and registered as an umbrella party in 

1992. The Danish Red-Green Alliance (RGA) converted from an 

electoral coalition in 1991 to a party in 1992. In 1989, the ‘Greek Left’ 

(EAR) formed SYN, an electoral alliance with the Greek Communist 

Party (KKE), and after its failure, KKE defectors, reform communists, 

and SYN remnants founded a unitary party (SYN) in 1992. The Finnish 

Left Alliance (VAS) was co-founded in 1990 by the Communist Party 

(CPF), the Eurocommunist ‘Democratic League for the Finnish People’ 

(DLFP), and the ‘Democratic Alternative’ (Marioulas, 2012; Kontula and 

Kuhanen 2012). In other words, parties’ cooperation, such as in electoral 

coalitions and umbrella parties, and the unitary parties had been actively 

promoted from the early 1990s after the collapse of the Soviet bloc to the 

mid-2000s, as seen in the cases of the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) in 

1997, the Portuguese Left Bloc in 1999, the Greek Syriza in 2004, and 

the German Left Party in 2007. Thus, although the Soviets’ collapse and 

neoliberalism’s consolidation are two distinct events, most leftists 
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responded simultaneously to the two successive events. It is questionable 

whether they created two different party movements. Heilig also 

comments on the fifth caesura, “European integration, rapidly intensified 

after the end of the power bloc confrontation, the crisis of classical 

communist and other modern left parties and the simultaneously arising 

social and alter-globalist movements, led by the end of the 1990s to the 

formation of new composite left parties” (Heilig 2016: 5). In other words, 

the fourth and fifth are separate but successive events. Finally, the sixth 

2008 economic crisis does not seem to have brought about a new party 

movement within the left, except Podemos.  

Therefore, although various historical events and situations have led 

to various trends in left party movements, Heilig’s distinguishing of the 

influences of historical and political events in too much detail is not 

appropriate. He includes not only the Spanish electoral alliance IU, but 

also BE, Dei Lénk Luxemburg, PRC, and SYN in the fifth caesura, the 

‘party alliances integrating the global justice movement.’ In other words, 

he ignores the qualitative difference between the parties’ cooperation 

organization and the unitary party, while he emphasizes openness and 

cooperation as characteristics of the new party movement (Heilig 2016: 

6).  

 

[T]he contemporary Western European radical left party family 

must be understood as a reaction to the triple crisis of communism, 

of the Fordist social model, and of neoliberalism. […] The main 

characteristics of the contemporary Western European radical left 

are, to a large extent, the product of processes initiated in the 

seventies and eighties: the explosion of left-libertarian and green 

themes; the post-Fordist and post-industrial shift of advanced 

capitalist economies; the neoliberalisation of economic mechanisms, 

public policy, culture, and politics; the erosion of working-class 

identification, militancy, and power; and the multi-faceted crisis of 

world communism. The fall of the Soviet bloc in 1989–91, however, 

acted as an accelerator of these processes, precipitated a violent 

crisis of the radical left, and paved the way for a new beginning of 

this party family after 1993 (Chiocchetti 2017: 3, 8). 

 

Paolo Chiocchetti successfully identifies the crises that triggered the 

left’s response by seeing the left since 1993 as a party family, the new 

radical left, but he overlooks that the fruits of the response were only for 

part of the left. However, it is notable that he points out not only political 
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events but also “the post-Fordist and post-industrial shift of advanced 

capitalist economies; the neoliberalisation of economic mechanisms, 

public policy, culture, and politics; the erosion of working-class 

identification, militancy, and power” as backgrounds for the radical left. 

It is similar to Donald Sassoon’s position (2010), which associates the 

left’s response to political backgrounds and socio-economic/social-

cultural changes of the capitalist system. March (2011) also mentions 

some of these points. 

Therefore, it is necessary to comprehensively consider historical 

events, socio-economic and socio-cultural backgrounds, and the left’s 

subjective responses as backgrounds of the radical left party, a new type 

of party movement. 

 

3-2. Factors in the formation of the radical left party (RLP) 

 

As seen above, many researchers mention various events and factors as 

the background for the emergence of RLPs, or the character change of 

the old left into the RLP, after the 1990s, such as the ’68 Revolution, the 

collapse of the Soviet bloc, neoliberalism, the consolidation of the post-

industrial society, and changes in the nature of the working class. 

However, in order that choosing these factors is not arbitrary, this book, 

based on the party movement approach, suggests three unique 

backgrounds that forced the adoption of a new-type party movement 

theory, called RLP, to unite various leftists as one party: (1) the ‘fall of 

the prestige of socialism,’ culminating in the collapse of the Soviet bloc 

in 1989-91; (2) ‘change in the composition and status of the working 

class,’ the reduced proportion of industrial workers/blue collars and 

growth of the new middle class, due to the consolidation of the post-

Fordist society and welfare state, which was behind the ’68 Revolution 

and the New Left agenda and led to the dilemma of the Leninist 

revolution model; and (3) ‘neoliberal globalization and the European 

integration.’ 

In response to these three backgrounds has emerged a new party 

movement, ‘uniting various leftists as one party,’ the radical left party, a 

left unitary party, adopted in the era of globalized neoliberalism. 

Chiocchetti argues, “the contemporary Western European radical left 

party family must be understood as a reaction to the triple crisis of 

communism, of the Fordist social model, and of neoliberalism.” However, 

this book suggests the ‘change in the working class’s composition and 
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status’ instead of the ‘crisis of the Fordist social model.’ Post-Fordist 

society, which brought about individualism and post-materialism, was 

not a cause but a result of the welfare state, and the consolidation of the 

welfare state led to the ‘change in the working class’s composition and 

status’ and the reduction of the communist party’s support base. 

Therefore, it alone could not result in the crisis of the left. 

 

The fall of the prestige of socialism 

It is generally observed that the main slogan of the RLP has been anti-

neoliberalism, not anti-capitalism (March and Keith 2016: 8, Hudson 

2012, Chiocchetti 2017: 10). Behind the RLPs’ retreat from socialist and 

anti-capitalist agitation was the fall of socialism’s prestige 

Events that have significantly influenced the prestige of 

communism/socialism are Khrushchev’s secret speech and the 

Hungarian uprising in 1956, the Prague spring in 1968, the rebellion in 

Poland in 1980, and the widespread revolt in and fall of the Eastern Bloc 

between 1989 and 1991. Eastern communist parties had no choice but to 

give up their power or accept multi-party democracy. Characteristic of 

these events is the revolt of the industrial proletariat against the 

communist party’s dictatorship (monopoly of power) imposed in the 

name of the proletarian dictatorship. Western communist parties were in 

a difficult position to justify these events (Eley 2002: 437). Their 

responses to this led to distancing themselves from the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union (CPSU), adopting a national road to socialism (Euro-

communism) instead of the International party line, abandoning 

proletarian dictatorship, and accepting political democracy, that is, 

political pluralism (Sassoon 2010, Eley 2002, Balampanidis 2019). The 

proletarian dictatorship was originally a matter of not form but content; 

that is, the nature of power. The nature of state power in the transition 

period from capitalist to socialist society is to oppress the capitalist class 

and serve the proletarian class, while the capitalist state’s power serves 

the capitalist class regardless of the form of political democracy (Draper 

1987). 

To suggest the fall of socialism’s prestige, rather than the collapse of 

the Soviet bloc, a historical event, as the background of the RLP’s 

emergence is to emphasize that the former is the essence of the latter. 

Many divisions and transformations of the left since the mid-1950s have 

been responses to the same crisis, the fall of socialism’s prestige, such as 

Western European communist parties’ distancing from the CPSU and 
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transforming into the reform communist party, the three divisions of the 

Danish left in 1959, 1967, and 1989, the Northern European left’s 

transformation into the red-green party after the 1970s, and the 

emergence of greens, Eurocommunist, Maoist and Trotskyist forces. 

Behind all of these responses was the fall of socialism’s prestige 

amplified since the mid-1950s. 

What made the left more distressed and troubled was the frustration 

of the socialist model, or the inefficient centralized planned economy. 

Even ignoring the market right’s attack on the socialist planned economy, 

there is no agreed authoritative model. Instead, there have been many 

suggestions for a socialist economy model as an alternative to capitalism, 

such as market socialism, self-managed socialism, and a democratic 

planned economy. In other words, the left, although competent in 

criticizing capitalism, has failed to present a clear alternative. The main 

slogan of the World Social Forum (WSF), which was briefly successful 

in the early 2000s, was ‘An alternative is possible,’ and ‘An alternative 

is socialism’ was raised by only a few of the WSF participants. 

The Soviet-style planned economy’s failure and the significantly 

undermined prestige of socialism/communism as an alternative made it 

difficult for the left to come up with concrete alternatives. For this reason, 

even when talking about anti-capitalism, overt incitement of socialist 

revolution has almost disappeared, and anti-capitalist demands and 

programs, such as for the nationalization of major industries, have 

gradually disappeared from the field of agitation. 

As the collapse of socialism’s prestige, which culminated in the 

collapse of the Soviet bloc, was a crisis for not just communist parties but 

the whole left, including communist and Trotskyist parties that had 

previously confronted each other, tried to escape from past conflict and 

undertook joint actions. As Hudson states: “Prior to 1989, such 

cooperation would have been inconceivable, but the defeat of the Soviet 

Union also had a significant impact on much of the mainly Trotskyist and 

other new left parties that had emerged from the 1968 radicalisation in 

Europe” (Hudson 2012: 11).  

As such, behind the emergence of the RLP, which goes beyond the 

marginalized and fragmented leftists’ cooperation to unite various leftists 

as a party, there was the ‘fall of socialism’s prestige,’ culminating in the 

collapse of the Soviet bloc. 

 

Changes in the composition and status of the working class 
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The ’68 Revolution is often referred to as a rebellion against 

authoritarianism, not because of economic dissatisfaction but rather a 

political/social/cultural conflict, mainly by the new-middle class or 

newly educated youth (Horn 2007, Eley 2002). In the background there 

was long-term prosperity of the capitalist economy since World War II. 

As is often said, what emerged was the consumer society, individualism, 

and post-materialist and post-industrial social themes due to the 

consolidation of post-Fordist society and welfare state. The share of 

employees in the service sector, especially the public sector, had grown 

to exceed that of industrial workers. Industrial workers were incorporated, 

or could dream of being incorporated, into the middle class. Accordingly, 

values of the consumer society, individualism, and post-materialism took 

precedence. These changes also led to the extinction of community 

culture, such as mutual aid activities and club activities in worker-dense 

areas that had supported communist parties (Eley 2002; Sassoon 2010; 

Chiocchetti 2017). 

Moreover, representative democracy relying on periodic elections 

had been a magic wand to draw social disappointments and conflicts into 

the system. Lenin’s prospect of overthrow and seizure of state power 

following revolution had become almost unrealistic. Sassoon (2010) sees 

this as a process of ‘consolidation’ into the capitalist system, and Geoff 

Eley (2002) sees that the war of position (struggles according to a long-

term strategy in a non-revolutionary period, introduced by 

Antonio Gramsci) had ended before the ’68 Revolution. It is not that 

there has been no resistance and struggle of the working class for the past 

100 years after the revolutionary waves inspired by the Russian 

Revolution ended in 1923. However, in Europe, unlike in other continents, 

there has been no large-scale revolt worthy of being called subversion 

and revolution. This is a result of the consolidation of the institutionalized 

representative democracy and the welfare state, which brought about the 

change in the working class’s composition and the rise of its status. The 

working class wants to improve its situation, but there is no sign that it is 

shouting “the proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains” and 

embarking on transforming the system. The left tends to expand the 

working class’s boundary infinitely, saying that all those who live on a 

salary are workers and proletariat. However, it has become difficult to 

find a potentially revolutionary working class as of the end of the 19th 

century or around the Russian Revolution (Sassoon 2010, Eley 2002, 

Laclau and Mouffe 2001, March 2011: 13, 30, Bookchin 2012: 74-75). 
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The change in the working class’s composition and status following 

the consolidation of post-industrial society, the welfare state, and 

representative democracy have darkened the prospect of revolution in 

Western Europe, despite revolutionary leftists’ will. It is one reason why 

earnest agitations and struggles for revolution have not been seen despite 

the economic crises of the 1970s and 2008. “The de-radicalization of left 

parties is evident in the marginality of the extreme left in most countries” 

(March 2011: 18). 

This process did not end at the left distancing itself from Stalinism 

following the fall of socialism’s prestige. It proceeded to the left’s 

abandonment or reevaluation of Leninism. In other words, although there 

are still Trotskyist organizations that talk overtly about world revolution, 

and Stalinist parties, such as the Greek KKE, that advocate a national 

transition, skepticism about the possibility of revolution in the developed 

capitalist society has grown. The 1917 Russian Revolution was possible 

in a highly fragile, semi-feudal, underdeveloped capitalist state with a 

war-tired soldiers’ rebellion. Therefore, the recognition that revolution 

was only possible under particular circumstances and cannot be 

reproduced in the developed Western society where electoral democracy 

has consolidated itself has seriously hindered the revolutionary left’s 

appeal. (This is a relativist position that revolution was only possible 

under special historical conditions, unlike a universalist position that the 

Russian Revolution model can be applied to any country in the capitalist 

world.). 

In these difficult situations, leftists who still did not want to succumb 

to capitalism called themselves ‘transformative left,’ like the PCI and 

German Left Party (March 2011: 9), or ‘radical left,’ like Syriza, instead 

of revolutionary left, so as to overcome the distrust of the masses and 

gain their support. Thus, the left’s distancing from Stalinism and 

Leninism is related to concerns about the model of socialism and the path 

of the socialist revolution. In this respect, the evaluation of Ioannis 

Balampanidis is justified, that the present RLP is in line with the concerns 

of Eurocommunism, which gave up the proletarian dictatorship and 

failed while pursuing a ‘party of struggle and party of governance’ at the 

same time (Balampanidis 2019: 232-238). 

The proposal of “a new broad socialist party without immediately 

confronting the issue of reform or revolution” (Smith 2003) and the 

‘Founding Principle’ of the NPA, which defined itself not as a 

‘revolutionary party’ but ‘a party wanting to revolutionize society’ 

(Liégard 2009), imply dilemmas and incompetence of the present left, 
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which is unable to present a clear and convincing alternative for the 

model of socialism and the strategy of revolution. Behind these concerns 

there has been a change in the composition and status of the working 

class. 

On the one hand, these concerns went beyond Stalinism and Leninism 

and proceeded to the ecosocialism of Murray Bookchin (2012), denying 

the centrality of the working class and proletarian hegemony, or the post-

Marxian radical democracy strategy of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe (2001). The primary basis for these arguments is also the change 

in the working class’s composition and status in developed capitalist 

society. 

In the background of all of the ’68 Revolution, the West German left’s 

switch to the Green Party in the 1970s, Northern European leftists’ 

transformation into the red-green party, the PCI’s shift to the social 

democratic party, RLP’s accepting the New Left agenda, and the 

emergence of ecosocialism and the radical democracy strategy, there has 

been the reduction of the industrial working class (blue collar) and the 

growth of the new-middle class due to the consolidation of post-Fordist 

society and welfare state. 

Behind the emergence of the RLP, integrating various leftists into one 

party after the 1990s, there was not only the external shock of the Soviet 

bloc’s collapse related to socialism’s prestige, but also the change in the 

working class’s composition and status, accomplished by the 

consolidation of the post-Fordist society and welfare state and the long-

term boom of the capitalist economy since 1945. The consolidation of the 

welfare state and the change in the working class’s composition and 

status forced the left to accept the New Left agenda and significantly 

undermined the revolutionary left’s position. The emergence of various 

positions on the revolution’s subject, path, and strategy has fragmented 

the left. 

The emergence of the RLP, which accepts the New Left agenda and 

does not immediately confront the means and path of revolution, or 

abandons the dichotomy of reform and revolution and unites various 

leftists into one party, was prepared this way. 

 

Neoliberal globalization and European integration 

Neoliberalism and the globalization of capital are two sides of the same 

coin. The Global Justice Movement (GJM), starting with the Seattle 

Struggle in 1999, took place worldwide. European leftists also actively 
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participated in this movement, but in Europe, the aspect of European 

integration, a European form of globalization, was much more 

emphasized than globalization (Hudson 2012, Heilig 2016). 

Globalization guarantees the free movement of goods, capital, 

production, immaterial services, intellectual property rights, and even 

speculative capital. Since its inception, capitalism has been associated 

with the world market, in which each country’s capital has competed. 

However, through the hot 1960s and the 1970s, when the economic crisis 

continued, capital actively promoted the realignment of production and 

the freedom of capital movement. 

In particular, European capital actively promoted European 

integration, including a regional common market and a common currency, 

to survive competition with the US and Japanese capital in the 1990s. 

The incorporation of Eastern Europe into the capitalist market provided 

tremendous opportunities for Western European capital. A strong 

common currency was a project to counter the dollar. However, the 

Maastricht Treaty, which restricts total public debt to 60% of GDP and 

government budget deficits less than 3% increase per year to stabilize the 

common currency, has acted as a powerful impetus for welfare cuts. 

The ‘race to the bottom’ sped up while each country’s government 

attacked labor and welfare to increase the competitiveness of their 

country’s capital within the widened ground. Behind these attacks was 

the globalization of production, or the rearrangement of production, 

which fundamentally limited labor’s bargaining power and fighting 

power. As capital’s unilateral dominance consolidated, it has been 

possible to persistently attack the welfare state (flexibility/deregulation 

of labor, including unemployment and welfare cuts) that was established 

in the power balance of capital and labor. 

Although there are many reasons why neoliberal globalization has 

been promoted, it was possible because of the globalization of production, 

not because financial capital demanded it. This explanation differs from 

that of Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy (2004), who explain 

neoliberalism by focusing on the movement of financial capital. 

Neoliberalism, the state and capital’s attacks on labor and welfare, has 

become possible as the power balance of capital and labor had been 

broken by the reallocation of production according to capital’s internal 

need, which had grown during the accumulation crisis after the 1970s. It 

is related to the globalization of production accompanying high 

unemployment rates. In this regard, the globalization of finance and the 

debt economy should be viewed as a result, not a cause, of neoliberalism 
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according to capital’s need for accumulation. Meanwhile, Hudson 

explains that the welfare state was a product of the Cold War and the 

neoliberal attack was due to the disappearance of the danger of 

communism (Hudson 2012: 3-7). Although the system competition with 

the communist bloc during the Cold War was an important factor in 

forming and maintaining the welfare state, it is insufficient because 

neoliberalism began with the attack of Reagan and Thatcher in the early 

1980s, long before the collapse of the Eastern bloc. 

Most European leftists insisted that European integration was a 

project of capital (Thornett 2012) and instinctively opposed it, as seen in 

the ‘No to EU’ struggle against EU integration in the mid-1990s. 

Neoliberal attacks and the progress of EU integration, which began 

earnestly in the 1990s, brought the return of popular struggles in France, 

Germany, Italy, and other countries. As the cooperation of various anti-

neoliberal forces was inevitable in conducting these struggles, a 

realignment of the left started and the new European left emerged 

(Hudson 2012: 7-18). 

 

3-3. Responses of the left and universal characteristics of the 

radical left party 

 

The RLP, characterized by integrating various leftists into one party, 

emerged in joint responses to the neoliberal globalization that has 

strengthened since the 1990s. Moreover, the coexistence of various 

positions within one party led to the abandonment of the reform or 

revolution dichotomy, acceptance of pluralism, and abolition of 

democratic centralism. 

 

Abandonment of the dichotomy of reform and revolution, and 

acceptance of pluralism 

Most researchers hold the so-called ‘vacuum thesis,’ (proposing that a 

vacuum/space was left/opened by neoliberal attacks and the social 

democratic party’s rightward shift) to explain the emergence of the RLP. 

Aside from the return of mass struggle and the need to respond to it, 

leftists also have paid attention to the realignment and regroupment of 

various fragmented leftists during this process (Bensaid et al. 2011; 

Hudson 2012). The Fourth International at the 14th World Congress in 

1995 stressed the ‘regroupment of the left,’ stating “our political-
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organizational objective should be to be part of a pole of left regroupment; 

an engagement in the prolonged crisis of the traditional worker’s 

movement and the dead end of the green current” (Videt 2011). Hudson 

also pays attention to ‘the realignment of the left.’ 

 

[I]n many cases, these [new European left] parties either initiated or 

participated in a realignment of left forces, often working with 

organisations that would previously have been regarded as 

politically hostile. This included allying with or even merging with 

the electorally insignificant, but very active, new left organisations 

– often based on a Trotskyist political orientation – which had 

expanded dramatically after 1968. […] Prior to 1989, such 

cooperation would have been inconceivable (Hudson 2012: 11). 

 

As such, the regroupment/realignment of the left, which began after the 

1990s, was a response to the anti-neoliberal struggle. However, as seen 

above, in the background of the RLP were the fall of socialism’s prestige, 

culminating in the collapse of the Soviets in 1989-91, the consolidation 

of electoral democracy, post-industrial society, and the welfare state, and 

the dilemma of the Leninist revolution model according to the changes 

in the working class’s composition and status in the West after World War 

II. Leftists did not have a unified position on the prospects and strategies 

for revolution. Moreover, cooperation and integration of marginalized 

and fragmented leftists countering massive neoliberal attacks required 

going beyond or not confronting the different positions on Stalinism, 

parliamentary and revolutionary paths, and the New Left agenda. 

The joint action of various leftists led to mutual recognition of 

different positions on socialism and revolution, namely, to an acceptance 

of pluralism. Acceptance of pluralism implies that the dichotomy 

between reform and revolution, advocated since the Russian Revolution, 

has become invalid. Acceptance of pluralism leads to the abolition of 

democratic centralism. The following references show that abandonment 

of the dichotomy of reform or revolution, abolition of democratic 

centralism, and acceptance of pluralism are essential for the cooperation 

and integration of the left. 

 

The perspective is to regroup forces, not on pre-established 

ideological criteria, but on the basis of the challenges of the political 

situation and the tasks which flow from it. […] new anti-capitalist 

parties could be formed and be effective without all the 
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programmatic-ideological baggage and the, in many cases, 

bureaucratic functioning of the far-left groups (though as far as 

internal democracy is concerned. […] a new broad party without 

immediately confronting the issue of reform or revolution’ (Smith 

2002, 2003, 2014). 

A pluralist party which brings together a whole series of anti-

capitalist currents (Sabado 2008). 

This new party [Portuguese BE] was not founded on the basis of 

historical and programmatic affinities and a priori ideological 

cohesion, but rather on a common understanding and analysis of the 

current global political situation, the role of capitalism and 

imperialism and therefore on the basis of the political confrontations 

which would shape our activity (Sousa and Costa 2011). 

 

Acceptance of pluralism and abolition of democratic centralism within 

and outside the party 

For cooperation and unity of diverse leftists on ideology, prospects, and 

strategies for revolution (whether they are anti-capitalist or anti-

neoliberal, and adopt the New Left agenda or not), they have no choice 

but to abolish the democratic centralism that was known as an unwritten 

rule of Leninism. Since pluralism, respecting political differences 

between various factions, is an essential framework for joint action, 

democratic centralism cannot operate within that framework. 

Acceptance of pluralism and the abolition of democratic centralism 

have two dimensions: inside and outside the party. The Party of the 

European Left (PEL) “has been attempting to work out a common 

political identity amongst member parties, without ignoring national 

political conditions. It is governed by the principle of consensus.” 

GUE/NGL, the leftist political group in the European Parliament, “has a 

confederal character, that is, each party retains its autonomy and therefore 

makes its own decisions within the broad framework of the group” 

(Heilig 2016). Like PEL and GUE/NGL, which was joined by various 

left parties from various countries, electoral coalitions and umbrella 

parties, such as the Spanish IU, the French Left Front (FdG), and the 

Greek Antarsya, had no choice but to accept pluralism to respect their 

member parties’ political autonomy. However, most member parties of 

Antarsya, which is composed of various revolutionary left parties, adhere 

to democratic centralism within their own party. 
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In contrast, the German Left Party, the Greek Syriza, and the 

Portuguese Left Bloc, which united various leftist forces as one party 

beyond an electoral alliance or umbrella party, allowed political factions 

and currents within their parties. That is political pluralism. Once 

pluralism was adopted, democratic centralism was inevitably abolished 

for intra-party democracy, guaranteeing its members’ various subjective 

rights. Thus, unlike an electoral coalition and umbrella party, a unitary 

membership party in which various political forces united as one party, 

accepts pluralism and abolishes democratic centralism both inside and 

outside the party. In other words, the left unitary party has become a new 

type of left party movement that is qualitatively distinguished from the 

traditional left party based on a single ideology and democratic 

centralism. Therefore, it would be justified to suggest the acceptance of 

pluralism and abolition of democratic centralism as one of the 

characteristics of the RLP where various leftists joined. 

Abolition of democratic centralism and adoption of pluralism within 

a party are implemented in the party’s operation principles, the 

composition of the executive department and party organization, and 

party members’ democratic rights. However, the concrete application 

differs slightly from party to party. 

 

It [the National Statute of the German Left Party (2007)] sees itself 

as pluralist and open “for everyone who wants to achieve the same 

goals by democratic means.” The Left Party grants members 

extensive rights, including the right to form associations with others 

within the party, and the right to propose motions in all organs of the 

party; individual members can even propose motions at the National 

Party Congress. The opportunity to take part in party work may be 

extended to guest members, to whom nearly all membership rights 

may be conferred, […] Members are free to form intra-party 

associations, which are recognised at the national level if they have 

been recognised as state-wide associations by at least eight state 

parties. These associations operate independently, receive party 

funding, and are allowed to elect delegates to party congresses. At 

present there are 22 associations at the national level, including 

political tendencies such as the Communist Platform, the Socialist 

Left and the Forum for Democratic Socialism, and working/interest 

associations which focus on specific issues. Examples are the 

Ecological Platform, the Workplace and Trade Union Working 

Group, and the Peace and Security Policy Working Group. […] Both 
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non-discriminatory equality and gender democracy are enshrined in 

the National Statutes. Half of all office holders in party bodies must 

be women (Hildebrandt 2012). 

The party [Red-Green Alliance in Denmark] is pluralist, with 

participatory democracy expressed in various ways: There is 

traditional representative democracy, with the election of delegates 

to party congresses and of members of the National Executive Board, 

as well as of the parliamentary lists – but combined with 

mechanisms that seek to counteract centralisation and increase 

democracy: There is no party chairman, but rather a collective 

leadership,and a high degree of autonomy of local branches, 

committees etc., some with meetings open to non-members. 

Elections to the National Executive Board include provisions for 

minority protection. The party leadership, MPs, deputy mayors, and 

party secretaries and employees are subject to a system of rotation, 

with a maximum tenure of seven years. In practice, this is extended 

somewhat for MPs, as the rules have been adapted to the electoral 

system and practices. All employees, including MPs, receive equal 

pay – that of a skilled worker in Copenhagen; the MP contribute the 

rest of their salaries to the party. The party has also remained true to 

its origins in terms of its rooting in various left currents, and 

guarantees the right to form factions and tendencies. In 2004, it 

adopted a gender quota system for the National Executive Board 

(Johansen 2012). 

Any group of 20 Left Bloc members may present a political 

platform to be discussed and voted on. […] At the conference, the 

platforms present a slate for the leadership, which has to include 

parity between men and women. Slates not linked to one of the 

political platforms are not allowed, […] The Mesa Nacional 

(National Leadership) of the Bloc, about 80 members, is elected at 

the national conference, in direct proportion to the votes that each 

platform scored. At its first meeting, the National Leadership elects 

a Political Committee of 15-20 members that takes major political 

decisions in between meetings of the National Leadership which are 

held every two months (Sousa and Costa 2011). 

 

Acceptance of the New Left agenda 

Communist Manifesto (Marx and Engels 1969) formulated communism 

as “an association, in which the free development of each is the condition 
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for the free development of all.” It embraces the aspiration of the 

liberation of all human beings, beyond that of the working class. 

Therefore, the New Left agendas such as gender, ecology, and minorities 

can and should be embraced as their own tasks. However, since the 

Communist Manifesto, emphasizing working-class centrism or 

proletarian hegemony has led the old left party movements to neglect or 

downplay the New Left or non-class agenda. 

 

The focus was no longer collective, but on the individual woman as 

a victim of men: on rape and other violence against women. The 

theory of patriarchy-that the enemy of woman is man, that men 

benefit from women’s subordination-came to dominate. Now the 

women’s movement concentrated on personal solutions, on 

alternative relationships and lifestyles. This naturally appealed to 

middle-class women: working-class women could not afford the 

luxury. 

The search for individual solutions led to fragmentation and 

collapse of the women’s movement, so that its remnants shifted 

away from the politics of movements towards institutional politics, 

largely towards the Labour Party. Protesting against women’s 

oppression, the product of capitalism, without challenging 

capitalism in toto, they fitted very well into Labourism, which both 

expresses workers’ opposition to the status quo, and at the same time 

blunts this opposition. […] unlike the revolutionary socialist 

organisations, which would demand from anyone in the women’s 

movement that she breaks with both the analysis of the movement 

and its style of work, the Labour Party, being a ‘broad church,’ 

makes no demands. Fourthly, even in terms of structure there is far 

more in common between the structurelessness and loose federalism 

of the women’s movement and the bureaucratic swamp of labourism, 

than between either of them and the democratic centralism of a 

revolutionary socialist party. There is no party discipline, except 

where the bureaucratic right find it necessary (Cliff and Gluckstein 

1996: 373). 

 

As such, Tony Cliff and Donny Gluckstein, theorists of the British SWP, 

are critical of the practice of feminists who joined the British Labor Party, 

comparing feminism to a ‘broken reed.’ They contrast non-class women’s 

movements with working-class women’s and revolutionary socialist 

movements. In other words, while there are problems for working women, 
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the problems of non-working class women, in general, do not form an 

independent category, and their status is subordinate to the class 

movement. John Kelly, who studied Trotskyist organizations in Britain, 

argues that the male-centered culture and authoritarian culture of 

democratic centralism led these organizations to insensitivity to gender 

equality and more concealment of sexual violence than other parties 

(Kelly 2018: 98-100). 

Meanwhile, the French Communist Party (PCF) departed from 

democratic centralism in 1993 and guaranteed freer debate and 

discussion. It structured its electoral lists for the 1999 Euro-elections with 

alternate male and female candidates and with the target of 50% non-

party members (Hudson 2012: 17). PEL stated that they “want to 

concertedly lead a struggle for ‘peace, democracy, social justice, gender 

equality, and respect for nature” (Heilig 2016). They accept gender 

equality and ecologism as equally valuable to the class agenda. The 

Fourth International is also positive in the acceptance of gender equality 

and ecologism (Sabado 2008). Only some conservative communist 

parties and extreme revolutionary leftists reject or downgrade the New 

Left agenda while emphasizing working-class centrism/hegemony. 

The Nordic Green Left Alliance (NGL) has combined the New Left 

agenda with the class agenda, and RLPs also have accepted the New Left 

agenda. For example, the Portuguese Left Bloc emerged from the 

struggle for decriminalization of abortion, and the ‘Greek Coalition of 

the Left and Progress’ (SYN, launched by the KKE interior and renamed 

the ‘Coalition of the Left, of Movements and Ecology’ in 2004), 

integrated the social movements. However, the point and degree of their 

emphases are different from those of the reform communist party. 

It was not just on theoretical and strategic concerns that left parties 

accepted the New Left agenda as their own political task from the 

standpoint of human liberation, rather than a secondary task to class 

liberation. The New Left agenda has been imposed in Western Europe by 

the change in the working class’s composition and status following the 

consolidation of the welfare state and the growth of individualism due to 

the growth of the new middle class. So it has become an essential part of 

the mass growth of left parties. 

Unlike social-democratic and communist parties with a popular base 

in the working class, marginalized leftists that did not belong to them 

were rooted in anti-imperialist and anti-war peace movements (against 

NATO, US military bases, and ballistic missiles) during the Cold War 

period. They were also rooted in social and neighborhood movements, 
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such as opposition to nuclear power plants and nuclear weapons, and 

environmental and various minority movements. Hence, they tried to lead 

the New Left agenda and move on to the New Left movement 

(Richardson and Rootes 1995), or combine the New Left agenda with the 

class movement. In other words, the situation of marginalized leftists 

with no roots in the working class had significantly influenced the 

acceptance and combination of the New Left agenda (Heilig 2016). It is 

typical of the Portuguese Left Bloc, launched by non-communist leftists, 

such as Maoists and Trotskyists, leading the struggle to decriminalize 

abortion. The same is true of Syriza and several red-green parties 

belonging to NGL. However, some traditional left party movements still 

downplay the New Left agenda while putting the class agenda first. In 

Central Europe, where the green party movement has developed 

independently, the left party’s combination with New Left forces has 

been delayed. 

However, since the radical left party movement was born to cope with 

the socio-economic contradiction of neoliberal globalization, rather than 

the socio-cultural contradiction, acceptance of the New Left agenda is a 

secondary rather than primary characteristic of the RLP. Whether the left 

party movement competing with the social democratic and green parties 

should accept the non-class New Left agenda to capture or distance the 

new-middle class depends on each left party’s strategic judgment. In 

Germany, the Social Democratic Party and the Green Party tried to draw 

each other’s agenda into theirs, but were unsuccessful (Sassoon 2010). 

Dag Seierstad (2012) points out, “the main reason for its [Norwayan 

Green’s] weakness, compared with Greens elsewhere in Europe, is that 

the SV [Socialist Left Party] has pushed environmental policies since the 

early 1970s, and has presented itself as both red and green; a somewhat 

similar situation exists in Denmark.” Left parties in Northern Europe 

accepted the green agenda long before the Green force appeared, and 

developed into the red-green party. Thus, acceptance of the New Left 

agenda has become essential for the left party’s growth. 

Marginalized and fragmented leftists accepted the New Left agenda 

during the various leftists’ integration processes responding to neoliberal 

attacks. Behind that process were the ‘change in the working class’s 

composition and status’ and the situation of a non-communist left, rooted 

in social movements based on the new middle class, and the desperate 

need to bring together all forces against neoliberalism, as Murray Smith 

(2014) argues. 
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These circumstances resulted in the emergence of open parties free 

from ideology and dogma. The RLP, integrating various leftists into one 

party, has had the following characteristics: abandonment of the 

dichotomy of reform and revolution, acceptance of pluralism within and 

outside the party, abolition of democratic centralism, and acceptance of 

the New Left agenda 

 

3-4. Debates over a new-type left party movement 

 

Marx, Engels, and Lenin’s views and practices around the composition 

of the party 

Since the Third International, the Comintern, defined social democratic 

parties as reformists and emphasized breaking with them, the communist 

movement has been recognized as a movement based on a single identity. 

Marx and Engels argued in Communist Manifesto, a programmatic 

document of the Communist League including even Chartist lefts and the 

Blanquists: 

 

In the various stages of development which the struggle of the 

working class against the bourgeoisie has to pass through, they 

always and everywhere represent the interests of the movement as a 

whole.  

The Communists, therefore, are on the one hand, practically, the 

most advanced and resolute section of the working-class parties of 

every country, […] The immediate aim of the Communists is the 

same as that of all other proletarian parties: formation of the 

proletariat into a class, overthrow of the bourgeois supremacy, 

conquest of political power by the proletariat (Marx and Engels 

1969: 22, Chapter II. “Proletariat and Communists”). 

 

Lenin opposed the confusion between party and class in What is to be 

done (Lenin 1961). He also insisted in his article, “One Step Forward, 

Two Steps Back: The Crisis in Our Party”: “It should not be imagined 

that Party organisations must consist solely of professional 

revolutionaries. We need the most diverse organisations of all types, 

ranks, and shades, beginning with extremely limited and secret and 

ending with very broad, free, lose Organisations” (Lenin 1964: 261). 



Backgrounds and Characteristics of the Radical Left Party 53 

 

Therefore, it is a widespread fiction that the Leninist party is composed 

of professional revolutionaries (Draper 1999). 

As such, Marx, Engels, and Lenin’s views on the party’s composition 

and role were clear, but in reality, both the Communist League and the 

First International were composed of various leftists. The majority’s 

opportunistic and reformist Lassallean program, which Marx criticized 

in “Critique of the Gotha Programme,” and Bernstein’s revisionist 

minimum program were passed at the German SPD’s congresses. After 

the October Revolution, the Third International (the Comintern) initially 

confronted reformist social democratic parties. However, under the threat 

of fascism, it also implemented the united front and popular front tactics. 

Although a party should consist of advanced and determined forces 

(ideal type), the reality of the movement has often forced compromise 

and cohabitation with reformists. In particular, the German SPD’s Gotha 

Unified Congress in 1875 was held under popular pressure. Whether to 

confront or cooperate with reformists, and whether join a united front 

with their own identities or unite as a single party, are matters to be 

judged on the movement’s reality and prospects. 

 

Claims of the revolutionary left on the principles of the revolutionary 

party 

Trotskyist John Molyneux identifies the following eight points as the 

revolutionary party’s principles and roles. (1) The class nature of the party, 

a working-class party, a party with its roots in the industrial proletariat. 

(2) The party as vanguard. The party aims to embrace not the entire class 

but its class-conscious vanguard. The party leads the class, it does not 

tail-end it, but it leads from within, not from the outside. (3) The party is 

an organization for combat. (4) Democratic centralism. (5) The 

independence of the party. March separately, strike together. (6) The 

educational tasks of the party. (7) The struggle for hegemony. The party 

must work to bring together all the forces of the oppressed in a common 

struggle against capitalism under the leadership of the proletariat. (8) The 

International. (Molyneux 1978: “2. Key characteristics and tasks of the 

revolutionary party” in Chapter 7). 

These principles and roles would be natural for the revolutionary left, 

who claims to be revolutionary Marxist or Marxist-Leninist and pursues 

a vanguard party made up of professional revolutionaries with an iron 

discipline (democratic centralism). However, from the standpoint of the 
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RLP or a new-type left party movement, these principles and roles are 

hardly acceptable except for (6) the educational tasks. 

The composition of the working class has diversified, the share of 

workers in the manufacturing sector has fallen to less than 20%, and 

salaried workers’ educational and living standards have risen. Therefore, 

focusing only on the industrial proletariat or emphasizing proletarian 

hegemony hit the wall in reality, as seen in the communist parties’ support 

base shrinking to old blue-collars and pensioners, unlike the social 

democratic party and the green party (Eley 2002: 384-387; Sassoon 2010: 

651-657). 

 
Table 2: Sociology, French radical left 

 FRENCH 

ELECT. 

1978 

RL 

VOTERS 

1978 

PCF 

MEMBERS 

1979 

FRENCH 

ELECT. 

2002 

RL 

VOTERS 

2002 

PCF 

MEMBERS 

1997 

GENDER 

Male 

 
48.1 

 
52.8 

 
65.0 

 
45.9 

 
42.9 

 
60.0 

Female 51.9 47.2 35.0 54.1 57.1 40.0 

AGE 

<30 

 
24.8 

 
35.8 

 
24.5 

 
19.6 

 
22.3 

 
10.5 

30–59 52.0 50.3 59.9 54.1 65.0 65.1 
>59 23.2 13.9 15.6 26.3 12.7 24.4 

CLASS 

Wageworker 

 
40.5 

 
57.3 

 
59.9 

 
46.9 

 
63.4 

 
43.7 

Intermediate 10.0 11.7 10.2 14.7 17.2 10.3 
White-collar 12.3 13.4 17.6 15.5 20.9 17.1 
Blue-collar 13.5 24.9 32.1 11.4 18.8 16.3 
Unemployed 4.7 7.3  5.3 6.5  
Employer and 11.2 3.7 5.9 2.7 0.8 2.5 

Professional 4.8 3.8 3.4 7.9 6.5 5.9 

Inactive 43.4 35.2 30.8 42.5 29.3 47.9 
Pensioner 18.7 12.6 15.5 27.9 14.1 24.5 
Student 2.4 3.3  6.4 7.4  
Other 22.3 19.3 15.3 8.2 7.8 23.4 

EDUCATION 

Below secondary 

 
74.7 

 
77.5 

  
53.7 

 
57.3 

 

Secondary 14.1 12.3  16.4 17.4  
Tertiary 11.2 10.2  29.9 25.2  

RELIGION 

Practicing Catholic 

 
17.0 

 
3.0 

  
10.6 

 
5.1 

 

Non-practicing 65.5 62.7  57.2 47.5  

Other religion 3.7 2.0  5.8 4.3  

No religion 13.8 32.3  26.4 43.0  

Source: Chiocchetti 2017: 173 
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As shown in <Table 2: Sociology, French radical left>, between 1978 and 

2002, among French voters blue collar workers have declined from 13.5% 

to 11.4%, while pensioners have increased from 18.7% to 27.9%. Among 

the Communist Party members during 1979-1997, blue collars have 

declined from 32.1% to 16.3%, and pensioners have increased from 15.5% 

to 24.5% (Chiocchetti 2017: 172-174). 

The vanguard party’s position of emphasizing its revolutionary 

identity or purity, which is closely related to the prospects for revolution, 

is inevitably prone to become elitism or sectarianism. Left parties, whose 

positions on socialism’s outlook and practice are inevitably diverse, have 

formed loose coalitions, such as PEL and GUE/NGL, which recognize 

the member parties’ relative autonomy or independent identity (Heilig 

2016). Beyond that, the International (International party) based on 

democratic centralism, a rule of collective action, has already become 

impractical, not to mention the history of the Comintern’s dissolution or 

the separation of Eurocommunism. Today, only Trotskyists are pursuing 

the strategy of the International party. As of 2017, there were 23 

International parties globally, and 17 of the total 22 Trotskyist parties in 

the UK belonged to 17 International parties, only five were without an 

International party (Kelly 2018: 216-228). Such excessive sectarianism 

is a disease of dogmatism, in which only one’s own interpretation or 

position is correct, and is closely related to democratic centralism that 

enforces discipline without tolerating differences. Democratic centralism 

ostensibly means democratically debating then centrally implementing a 

decision once it is made. However, it has functioned to suppress divergent 

opinions and minorities within a party (Kelly 2018: 95). For these reasons, 

leftists aiming to escape marginalization and confronting a huge common 

enemy of neoliberalism had no choice but to guarantee pluralism and 

abolish democratic centralism so that various fragmented forces could 

cooperate (Sousa and Costa 2011; Sabado 2008; Smith 2014). 

 

Meanwhile, John Kelly summarizes the core elements of Trotskyism into 

nine categories: (1) theory of permanent revolution (vs. stages theory and 

‘socialism in one country’); (2) united front tactic (vs. popular front); (3) 

transitional demands (vs. minimum and maximum demands); (4) critical 

analysis of the Stalinist states (vs. USSR as socialist); (5) necessity for a 

new revolutionary, Fourth International (vs. communist, social 

democratic and reformist labour movement leaders); (6) necessity for a 

democratic centralist, revolutionary vanguard party; (7) necessity to build 
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a rank and file movement against the trade union bureaucracy; (8) 

revolution as seizure of power and the creation of proletarian dictatorship 

(vs. parliamentarism and reformism); and (9) imperialist epoch as one of 

wars and revolutions (vs. capitalist stability) (Kelly 2018: 18). 

All these were asserted by Trotsky in The Transitional Program 

(Trotsky 1938). Among them, (2) ‘united front tactic’ and (6) a 

‘democratic centralist, revolutionary vanguard party’ attract particular 

attention. Since the revolutionary vanguard party has to rely on 

democratic centralism to protect its identity as the revolutionary party, 

the only way to cooperate with other forces is through the united front 

tactic guaranteeing its separate identity. Therefore, the revolutionary 

party, democratic centralism, and the united front tactic are bound 

together as a set. Stalinists, who call themselves Marxist-Leninists, also 

agree on this point. However, there are some differences. In specific 

situations, communists have expanded the united front tactic to the 

popular front tactic, which is a coalition/alliance with the middle class or 

bourgeois class. As the International based on democratic centralism 

became practically impossible, they have promoted a de facto 

consultative group, the International Meeting of Communist and 

Worker’s Parties (IMCWP). Besides, since reform communist parties are 

also an ideology-based movement, they have adopted united front tactics 

such as electoral coalitions and umbrella parties to protect their identity. 

That is the case with the Spanish United Left (IU) and the French Left 

Front (FdG) led by communist parties. Therefore, at the root of the 

debates between old and new left party movements, there have been 

different positions around the party and united front tactic. 

 

Callinicos and Sabado’s debate: revolutionary party-united front vs. 

new anti-capitalist unitary party 

The French Revolutionary Communist League (LCR) decided on a new 

party project in February 2008, advocating “new epoch, new program, 

new party.” It disbanded its organization and launched the New 

Anticapitalist Party/Nouveau Parti Anticapitaliste (NPA) in February 

2009 (Krivine et al. 2009). When Alex Callinicos (2008) of the British 

SWP defined the NPA as ‘a united front of a particular kind,’ François 

Sabado (2008) strongly opposed Callinicos’ definition. 

Callinicos (2008) argues that “the rightward shift of mainstream 

social democracy opened up a space to its left. Furthermore, the revival 

of resistance created a pressure to fill this space. […] The emergence of 
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this radical left marked an extremely important and positive 

development.” However, he insists that, “while building on a broad and 

open basis, revolutionary socialists should maintain their own political 

and organizational identity” to avoid the betrayals of reformists, as “the 

experiences of the PRC [Italian Communist Refoundation Party] and 

Respect highlight the political dangers faced by these formations.” Since 

the only form to fill the space is a united front with reformists, he defined 

NPA as ‘a united front of a particular kind.’ (Respect is an electoral 

coalition founded in 2004 by SWP and former lawmaker George 

Galloway, who was expelled from the British Labor Party due to his 

opposition to the war in Iraq, and who split Respect in 2007.) 

 

The NPA on the other hand presents itself as an anti-capitalist party. 

A party whose centre of gravity is centred on struggles, on the social 

movements and not in parliamentary institutions, a party whose 

founding characteristic is the rejection of any alliance or any 

participation in government with the centre-left or with social-

liberalism, a party which does not stop at anti-liberalism but all of 

whose politics is directed towards a break with capitalism and the 

overthrow of the power of the ruling classes. 

The SWP’s conceptions were formulated by John Rees, […] 

“The Socialist Alliance [the precursor of Respect] is thus best seen 

as a united front of a particular kind applied to the electoral field. It 

seeks to unite left reformist activists and revolutionaries in a 

common campaign around a minimum programme” (Sabado 2008). 

 

Behind the fierce dispute between Sabado and Callinicos there was a 

profound difference in their revolutionary strategies. Sabado argues that 

the NPA is not a united front but a party that responds to a new era, and 

it should never be a united front. He rejects this ‘particular kind of united 

front’ because it cannot go beyond the minimum program, it is difficult 

to criticize the indecision of reformist leaders, one of the main pillars of 

the coalition, and it is prone to failure due to reformists’ betrayals. 

This debate also stems from the differences in their views of 

revolution and the definition of the revolutionary party. Callinicos argues: 

 

[T]he LCR insists that the new party must be anti-capitalist, and not 

simply opposed to neoliberalism. It is to be ‘a party for the 

revolutionary transformation of society,’ but yet not a revolutionary 

party in the specific sense in which it has been understood in the 
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classical Marxist tradition. In that tradition, particularly as a result 

of the experiences of the Russian Revolution of October 1917 and 

the early years of the Communist International (1919-24), socialist 

revolution is assumed to take a particular form, involving mass 

strikes, the development of dual power counterposing institutions of 

workers’ democracy to the capitalist state, an armed insurrection to 

resolve this crisis by establishing the dominance of the workers’ 

councils, and, running through all this, the emergence of a mass 

revolutionary party with majority support in the working class 

(Callinicos 2008). 

 

In response, Sabado says that his party’s default position is to deny any 

alliance/cooperation with the Socialist Party as a political barrier to 

prevent reformism. Holding Ernest Mandel’s definition, “A revolution is 

the radical overthrow, in a short time, of economic structures and (or) 

political power, by the tumultuous action of broad masses,” Sabado 

argues: 

 

“[I]t was not the revolutions that were violent but the counter-

revolutions” […] that the use of violence aimed at protecting a 

revolutionary process against violence from the ruling classes. […] 

A party which is not reduced to the unity of revolutionaries. A party 

which dialogues with millions of workers and young people. A party 

which translates its fundamental programmatic references into 

popular explanations, agitation and formulas. […] A party which is 

capable of conducting wide-ranging debates on the fundamental 

questions which affect society: the crisis of capitalism, global 

warming, bio-ethics, etc. A party of activists and adherents which 

makes it possible to integrate thousands of young people and 

workers with their social and political experience, preserving their 

links with the backgrounds they come from. A pluralist party which 

brings together a whole series of anti-capitalist currents. […] this 

party must represent a new political reality, follow in the tradition 

of the revolutionary movement, and contribute to inventing the 

revolutions and the socialism of the 21st century (Sabado 2008). 

 

Both agree with the emergence of the political space and the need to fill 

it, but their positions on the revolution (party) and strategy are different. 

If revolution should be understood as a physical overthrow of capitalism 

and the revolutionary party should prepare its means, the NPA cannot be 
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a revolutionary party. Even if it is defined as a radical overthrow, rather 

than a physical overthrow, the NPA would be a transformative party 

rather than a revolutionary party because it simply wants to end 

capitalism and revolutionize society as its final goal without mentioning 

its means and paths. In the developed capitalist society or a society in 

which electoral democracy has been established, an overt revolutionary 

party cannot gain popularity if not in a revolutionary period. Therefore, 

a revolutionary party, which cannot have popularity, is forced to pursue 

a united front in order to contact the masses as long as reformist forces 

have political influence among the masses. The need for a special kind of 

united front stems from this. The burden of maintaining a united front 

with reformists and the ever-present danger of reformists’ betrayals are 

already evident in the case of Respect. Since the agreed minimum 

program would be an anti-neoliberal program, or a part of it, it is 

impossible to force further struggle. Thus, it makes sense to point out that 

it is not possible to proceed to anti-capitalism. This means that the 

conventional framework of the revolutionary party-united front, in which 

the communist party as a revolutionary mass party sometimes has 

isolated and sometimes allied with the social democratic party after the 

Russian Revolution, is no longer valid. 

Gregor Gysi, chairperson of the German PDS, defined the PDS as 

follows: “We are not a communist party, but a party which includes 

communists,” drawing together different anti-capitalist left traditions 

(Hudson 2012: 16). In this definition, communists can submit and agitate 

for their arguments. In other words, in a pluralistic party in which the 

revolutionary socialist and transformative left’s participation is 

guaranteed by prescribing only the orientation of anti-capitalist socialism 

and not the strategy and means of revolution, reformists and 

revolutionary forces can cohabit and gain popularity. 

Sabado proposes, “a party of activists and adherents which makes it 

possible to integrate thousands of young people and workers with their 

social and political experience, preserving their links with the 

backgrounds they come from,” and Gysi presents his party as “a party 

which includes communists, but not a communist party.” Those are a 

new-type left party that escapes the old left party movements’ dichotomy 

of reform and revolution and does not have an ideological orientation. 

Therefore, it is an open party freed from even the confrontation between 

Stalinists and Trotskyists and democratic centralism. Since individuals 

and forces with various backgrounds participate voluntarily, it is natural 

to guarantee the right to create opinion groups and currents. Thus, 
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democratic centralism becomes invalid. The Portuguese Left Bloc, into 

which Maoists, Trotskyists, and the Communist Party (PCP) defectors 

merged, gave up assessing the past (especially Stalinism) and focused on 

drawing up the concrete strategies for revolution. It created a program 

focusing on future agendas, such as anti-capitalism and anti-imperialism, 

adopted pluralism, and adhered to joint decision-making and joint 

participation in the legislative body and the executive body (Sousa and 

Costa 2011). 

The core of the NPA project is to pursue a pluralistic and open party 

that abolishes democratic centralism to draw in all the forces that agree 

with anti-capitalist socialism, and it is a new-type party different from the 

existing working-class party. In order for forces with various positions on 

the strategies and prospects of socialist revolution to cohabit, it did not 

mention the means and paths of revolution but declared only the final 

goal or position, anti-capitalism. The name that accurately expressed 

these intents was the “New Anticapitalist Party.” In other words, the NPA 

is a typical anti-capitalist unitary party. 

Sabado treats the German Left Party as a left reformist party pursuing 

a welfare state and allying with the SPD, and distinguishes it from the 

NPA project. With the principle of separation from reformist political 

forces and a focus on social movements to overcome capitalism, the NPA 

is a typical anti-capitalist transformative party, unlike the German Left 

Party, where reformists and revolutionary forces cohabit, regardless of 

the definition of revolution and its leadership’s nature. In this regard, the 

NPA shares many points with Smith’s broad left party initiative below, 

but differs in the new party’s scope or nature. 

 

Smith and Armstrong’s debate: revolutionary party vs. broad left party 

Murray Smith, a Scottish socialist, proposed a ‘broad left party’ model 

opposing the ‘revolutionary party-unified front’ model in the early 2000s. 

In response to this, John Rees of the British SWP and Nick McKerrell of 

the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) criticized him. Smith made a counter-

criticism (Rees 2002, McKerrell 2002, Smith 2002, 2003). In the summer 

of 2014, Mick Armstrong (2014) of the Socialist Alternative, an 

Australian Trotskyist party, criticized Smith’s broad left party as a left 

reformist project. Smith (2014) replied again. 

Smith’s points on the need for the broad left party are: the shift of 

social democratic forces to social liberalism and the lack of a material 

base to provide reforms leaves room for a new party to draw in the 



Backgrounds and Characteristics of the Radical Left Party 61 

 

working class (the vacuum thesis). The building of revolutionary 

organizations of the type of the SWP and LCR in their present form 

becomes redundant. These organizations should contribute to the 

building of new broad socialist parties and function as currents within 

them. A dividing line should not be drawn between revolutionaries and 

reformists but between anti-capitalist socialism and a more humanized 

capitalism. The united front tactic was to respond to a situation where a 

large part of the working class still followed reformist parties. However, 

what is needed is not such a united front but a broad socialist party. These 

positions can be defined as a new broader socialist party “without 

immediately confronting the issue of reform or revolution,” as John Rees 

(2002) defined it (Smith 2002, 2003). 

 

In response, Armstrong argues: As reformist forces such as the French 

Communist Party (PCF) had played a profound role in the struggle 

against austerity, a unified front with them is still necessary. 

Revolutionary Marxists should be involved in building broad left parties 

like Syriza in Greece. The dramatic rise of Syriza was undoubtedly a step 

forward for the resistance to austerity. Such parties are a political 

battleground. The broad party’s anti-capitalist label alone could not 

guarantee revolution, and neither the 2005 French referendum nor the 

German Left Party’s good performance could reduce the neoliberal attack. 

Syriza’s fantastic electoral results were a significant step forward but did 

not prevent austerity (Armstrong 2014). 

 

In reply to Armstrong, Smith presents a comprehensive view of the broad 

left party: 

 

[In the 1990s, it was necessary] to build parties that had a 

parliamentary presence but whose centre of gravity was outside 

parliament. […] The perspective is to regroup forces, not on pre-

established ideological criteria, but on the basis of the challenges of 

the political situation and the tasks which flow from it. In a 

bourgeois democracy a party cannot become a serious force without 

standing in elections. Electoral campaigns are a way of extending a 

party’s audience and of measuring its support at a given moment. 

[…] The development of anti-capitalist consciousness is hindered 

by the continuing crisis of credibility of socialism as an alternative. 

It is not possible to fight consistently against neo-liberal 

globalization without understanding that this is the present phase of 
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capitalism. […] There has never been a socialist revolution in an 

advanced capitalist with well-established democratic institutions. 

You cannot just assume that a revolution in such countries will be 

like the Russian Revolution, where state power was seized from the 

outside in an insurrectionary fashion after a period of dual power. 

[…] To have popular legitimacy, an anti-capitalist party or parties 

would have to win an election based on universal suffrage. And then 

begin to apply its program, starting with the most immediate 

questions, “by means of measures, therefore, which appear 

economically insufficient and untenable, but which, in the course of 

the movement outstrip themselves, necessitate further inroads upon 

the old social order” […] I said keep on winning elections (without 

the “bourgeois”), because I think that will be necessary not just 

during a transitional period but also in a post-capitalist society. […] 

How does Mick Armstrong think we can build socialism without 

being able to win elections based on universal suffrage? (Smith 

2014). 

 

However, particularly noteworthy parts of his assessment are, “we had to 

bring together forces from the far-left, ecologists, communists, socialists, 

trade unionists, social movement activists, in some countries left 

nationalists. […] New anti-capitalist parties could be formed and be 

effective without all the programmatic-ideological baggage and the, in 

many cases, bureaucratic functioning of the far left groups, […] It was 

meant to be a regroupment of new parties that were anti-capitalist, 

pluralist and representative” (Smith 2014). It shows the situation in which 

it was forced to go beyond “all the programmatic-ideological baggage,” 

that is, without immediate confrontation with the dichotomy of reform 

and revolution or the historical evaluation of Stalinism, and move 

towards the adoption of pluralism and abolition of democratic centralism. 

Armstrong criticizes Smith’s broad party/unitary party project as a 

parliamentary path, a reformist path, and contrasts it to the party-united 

front strategy that could guarantee a revolutionary path. However, neither 

an anti-capitalist label alone nor a revolutionary party label alone 

guarantee revolution. It cannot be said that the German Left Party and 

Syriza failed to prevent austerity because they were not united fronts but 

unitary parties. The so-called ‘risk of reformist betrayal’ is the same 

whether it is a united front or a unitary party. The power to prevent the 

risk of betrayal comes from the masses. The point is not related to a 

specific type of organization because the key is to avoid isolation and 
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broaden the masses’ support in the process of political struggle within a 

united front or a unitary party. Viewing the broad party project that adopts 

a transformative path beyond the dichotomy of reform and revolution as 

a reformist or parliamentary project prevents a rich understanding of the 

new party movement. 

After Syriza capitulated to the Troika (IMF, EU, ECB) in August 

2015, the Left Platform, a left-wing of Syriza, defected from it and 

launched Popular Unity. At that time, accusations arose that the broad 

party strategy was destined to fail from the beginning, as betrayal by the 

reformists cohabiting in a party was inescapable. However, the 

background of the broad party strategy was the prospect that 

revolutionary and transformative leftists could not escape 

marginalization or isolation by themselves. In the model in which 

reformist forces and transformative forces cohabit, the betrayal of 

reformist and compromising forces is bound to occur at any time. The 

criterion for judging the usefulness of the left strategy is whether it 

contributes to class struggle and class consciousness, and to the growth 

of the left’s political ability to intervene (Davies 2013).  

While the Left Platform originally had an approval rating of 20%-25% 

in the party, it defeated Tsipras’s proposal to surrender to the Troika with 

109 votes out of 201 in the Central Committee. An activist from the US 

SWP commented on the debate between Alex Callinicos and Stathis 

Kouvelakis of Left Platform at the Marxism 2015 conference in Britain, 

“it [the Left Platform] is in a better place than ANTARSYA to win 

SYRIZA’s tens of thousands of members and the millions of Greeks who 

voted for them to an alternate strategy in the face of Tsipras’ capitulation 

and retreat” (Dan 2015). Kouvelakis (2015) also insisted that if the Left 

Platform had not joined Syriza, the opportunity to intervene in popular 

politics would not have existed, and in this regard, the usefulness of the 

broad left party could not be denied even if the Left Platform failed. 

 

Synthesis of arguments: backgrounds and characteristics of the new-

type left party movement 

In these debates between Callinicos and Sabado, and Armstrong and 

Smith (all of them are Trotskyist theorists), this work’s immediate interest 

is not who is right but what is the background of the new-type party 

movement, and what are its characteristics that differ from the old left 

party movement. 

about:blank
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Above all, the new party movement is the movement of the left to 

escape from marginalization. It is acknowledged that the revolutionary 

party alone cannot gain popularity and that various forces must unite for 

the immediate anti-neoliberal struggle. However, there is a difference 

between a united front in which the revolutionary party’s identity can be 

respected and a unitary party in which various forces can cohabit beyond 

the dichotomy between reform and revolution. In retrospect, due to the 

fall of socialism’s prestige and the dilemma for the Leninist revolutionary 

model as a result of the consolidation of bourgeois democracy and the 

change in the working class’s composition and status, leftists to the left 

of social democracy could not escape from marginalization. On the other 

hand, leftists had to serve in the anti-neoliberal struggle, and the social 

democratic party’s rightward shift created a space and a need to fill it. 

One of the responses from these concerns led to a new-type party 

movement different from the revolutionary or old left party model, that 

is, the left unitary party movement. 

Although there is a difference about whether this new party 

movement should be anti-capitalism or anti-neoliberalism (Videt 2011), 

both agree that various forces to the left of social democracy must unite 

as a party. As various leftists came together, the new party could not 

gather around ideology or fixed positions on old history. Thus, it was 

compelled to admit pluralism, which inevitably abolished democratic 

centralism. Besides, the dilemma of the Leninist revolutionary model and 

the perception that the revolutionary party could not gain popularity led 

to a new-type party that avoided or postponed the problem of revolution’s 

strategy and path and did not immediately confront the issue of reform or 

revolution, as seen in the NPA and the Left Bloc (BE). 

In other words, as mentioned in the Introduction, the ‘radical left 

party,’ which is the most characteristic of the current European left party 

movement, appeared after the 1990s and is a new-type small party 

movement family that integrates various leftists into a party. It is 

essentially a left unitary party movement adopted in the era of globalized 

neoliberalism. The three backgrounds of the RLP are: (1) the ‘fall of 

socialism’s prestige,’ culminating in the collapse of the Soviet bloc in 

1989-91; (2) the change in the working class’s composition and status 

(the reduction of blue collars and growth of the new middle class), which 

was behind the ’68 Revolution and the New Left agenda and led to the 

dilemma of the Leninist revolutionary model; and (3) ‘neoliberal 

globalization and European integration.’ It is characterized by the 

abandonment of the reform or revolution dichotomy, acceptance of 
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pluralism and abolition of democratic centralism within and outside the 

party, and acceptance of the New Left agenda. 

 

Supplementary discussion: the left’s strategy models and their 

specificity 

In the era of globalized neoliberalism, apart from (1) socialist revolution, 

the criteria and scope of leftists’ integration are (2) anti-capitalism, (3) 

anti-neoliberalism, and (4) human-faced capitalism. As a front line in the 

present era of struggle is an anti-neoliberal front, party movements’ 

strategy models according to these criteria can be divided into (1) 

revolutionary party-united front, (2) anti-capitalist unitary party-anti-

neoliberal united front, (3) anti-neoliberal unitary party, and (4) anti-

austerity plural left party. If anti-neoliberal forces are not unified, types 

(3) and (4) should also consider a united front with other anti-neoliberal 

forces. 

Type (1) includes factional parties, such as the British SWP, the 

French Lutte Ouvrière/Workers’ Struggle (LO), and the Irish Socialist 

Party (SP), as well as revolutionary leftists’ coalitions/umbrella parties, 

such as Greek Antarsya. They all advocate a revolutionary vanguard 

party and promote a revolutionary party-united front model. The French 

NPA is a typical example of type (2). Type (3) comprises radical left 

parties, such as the Portuguese Left Bloc, German Left Party, and Greek 

Syriza. Red-green parties in Northern Europe are no different from type 

(3) in that they have integrated various leftists. Type (4) includes anti-

austerity, plural left parties with the position in favor of human-faced 

capitalism, such as La France Insoumise, led by Mélenchon, and 

Podemos in Spain. 

Which model is chosen will depend on each country’s situation and 

various leftists’ prospects. However, no matter which model is chosen, 

each has its own specific conditions, logic, and limitations according to 

its specificities. It is bound to fail if it neglects such logic and specificities. 

The left, especially revolutionary leftists, can choose one of four 

types according to their situation, prospects, and strategy. In type (4), the 

revolutionary left often is not permitted membership, so it employs the 

entrist tactic and acts as a faction with internal discipline. In types (2) and 

(3), revolutionary leftists and transformative leftists act as a current 

because their memberships are guaranteed, but some groups prefer to 

maintain their sects. Type (1) must rely on a united front to intervene in 
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mass struggles, and even if the anti-neoliberal struggle grows, the masses 

are outside the revolutionary party. 

However, even if the unitary party strategy was chosen, unification 

criteria depend on each country’s political situation and leftists’ prospects. 

In particular, it is difficult for type (2) to secure popularity, compared to 

type (3), or when types (3) and (4) exist, even though it adopts a unitary 

party strategy and pursues a mass party free from sectism, dogmatism, 

and factionalism. Since the anti-neoliberal united front is essential for 

type (2) and has more popular prestige, type (2) is inclined to be restricted 

to an activist party of anti-capitalist socialist forces. 

Despite its initially ambitious and successful launch, the NPA had 

been isolated and failed. It was a crucial mistake that it did not participate 

in the PCF-led electoral coalition, the Front de Gauche/Left Front (FdG). 

The NPA could not help but see the PCF, which had constantly 

cooperated with the Socialist Party, as a reformist force. This distrust 

prevented the NPA’s participation in an anti-neoliberal united front, 

which is essential for the anti-capitalist unitary party. The political space 

left by the French Socialist Party’s rightward shift has been occupied by 

the anti-austerity pluralist left ‘La France Insoumise’ (to the right of the 

PCF in ideology, but to the left of it in practice and image), which 

outpaced the PCF. It raises a question about whether the idea of creating 

an anti-capitalist unitary party to the left of the PCF, which had popular 

prestige and mobilization power, was appropriate or sufficient. 

The NPA stated that it would pursue, “A party which is not reduced 

to the unity of revolutionaries. […] A party of activists and adherents 

which makes it possible to integrate thousands of young people and 

workers with their social and political experience, preserving their links 

with the backgrounds they come from. A pluralist party which brings 

together a whole series of anti-capitalist currents.” At the same time, 

however, it argued that “this party must represent a new political reality, 

follow in the tradition of the revolutionary movement” (Sabado 2008). 

This argument and the NPA’s Founding Principle that it is impossible to 

take over and use bourgeois state institutions as they are, show that the 

NPA’s pluralism is very limited. Although the NPA’s party movement 

theory deviated from the factional party or revolutionary party model, it 

did not completely abolish the dichotomy between reform and revolution, 

unlike the radical left party, which is also a unitary party. The NPA failed 

because it did not recognize the theoretical peculiarity of the anti-

capitalist unitary party model: the necessity of a united front with 
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reformists and the peculiarity that most masses are outside of the anti-

capitalist unitary party. 

  



68 Explanatory Framework and Factors for Left Parties’ Divergent Performances 

4 Explanatory Framework and Factors 
for Left Parties’ Divergent 
Performances 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While the preceding chapters 2 and 3 explored the contemporary 

European leftists’ existence (how they exist and why), this and the 

following chapters analyze their situation (where they are and why). 

European left parties have shown and show divergent performances. How 

and why their situations have changed and are different from each other 

are the topics of chapters 4 and 5. In other words, the topics are to identify 

factors influencing these changes and a framework that can explain these 

phenomena. These topics are also related to the perspectives and 

strategies of the left. In particular, this chapter aims not to find the reasons 

for some left parties’ successes but to find a suitable framework that can 

explain European left parties’ divergent rise and fall. 

Explanations of the ‘return of the left’ observed from the mid-1990s 

and ‘some left parties’ growth’ after the 2008 economic crisis are not 

unified. In particular, since Cas Mudde (2004) argued that populism was 

a Zeitgeist, it has become a big trend in comparative politics to analyze 

the current European left party movement through a framework of 

populism. So, this chapter examines the ‘populist approach’ and other 

approaches, and presents the ‘competitive relationship approach,’ which 

stands on the ‘party movement approach’ that emphasizes the differences 

among the left party movement theories, as the most feasible explanatory 

framework. 

 

4-1. Populism approach 

 

Populism, as seen in Latin America, was an anti-establishment political 

movement or set of ideas that identified the non-working classes, namely 

peasants, poor peasants, and poor people, as ‘the people’ in an 

environment where the industrial working class and labor movement had 
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not grown. It also implies accusations of catering to the masses’ 

selfishness, irresponsible agitation, and irrational argument. 

Scholars taking the populism approach (I call them the ‘Populism 

School’) argue that many/most European leftists adopt populism and 

populism has contributed to the left party’s growth. The characteristic of 

populism used here is the confrontation between the people and the 

establishment, instead of between labor and capital. In other words, it 

implies that the left’s appeal to the working class has shifted or widened 

to the non-working classes. While many studies are not consistent with 

their definitions of populism, this chapter starts from their definitions and 

reveals that it is not worth analyzing the left party movement through 

populism and arguing that the populist strategy has contributed to the 

growth of left parties. 

 

Criticism of the discursive and ideational approaches 

According to Giorgos Katsambekis and Alexandros Kioupkiolis, Ernesto 

Laclau, taking the discursive approach, stresses populism’s particular 

logic: (1) the formation of an internal antagonistic frontier separating ‘the 

people’ from power (Laclau 2005a: 74); (2) the creation of a chain of 

equivalence among popular demands that are left unsatisfied by those in 

power (an unresponsive ‘elite’ or ‘establishment’); and (3) the 

representation of ‘the people’ of populism as excluded and 

underprivileged plebs, which claim to be the legitimate community of the 

people and the democratic sovereign (Laclau 2005a: 81, 94, 98). On the 

other hand, Cas Mudde, employing the ideational approach, argues that 

populism is a ‘thin-centered ideology’ that can be combined with far-right 

and left ideas at the same time. He defines ‘populism’ as “an ideology 

that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous 

and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite,’ and 

argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale 

(general will) of the people” (Mudde 2004: 543). The ideational 

paradigm centers three elements in articulating populist movements or 

parties: the people, the elite, and the invocation of the common will. In 

the discursive approach, ‘the people’ is mostly conceived as an empty 

signifier (Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis 2019: 8–12). 

In Mudde’s ideational position, there must be the pure people to 

confront the corrupt elite. However, “the subordinate strata, the plebs, 

while certainly ‘deserving,’ ‘suffering,’ and ‘being treated unfairly,’ are 

most certainly not viewed as morally pure and virtuous (Ostiguy 2017: 
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91). It is this subordination of ‘the people,’ the fact that they are ‘below,’ 

reduce to an inferior position vis-à-vis the ‘establishment,’ which gives 

meaning to the ‘us versus them’ populist dichotomy” (Katsambekis and 

Kioupkiolis 2019: 23).  

As such, Mudde’s moralism collides with the impure people in the 

real world and with the practice of populism. For example, the so-called 

left’s inclusive populism is moral when it advocates for migrants and 

minorities. However, the right’s exclusionary populism does not justify 

itself with justice and morality when it rejects migrants. When Marin Le 

Pen rejects chador-style immigrants, she advocates fairness or stability, 

not justice nor morality. Besides, the logic of right-wing populists 

rejecting and inciting withdrawal from the EU also prioritizes their own 

nation’s interests and does not argue that the withdrawal from the EU is 

moral. While the definition of morally superior, pure, and essentially 

homogeneous people is true for ideationalists who advocate the same 

lineage or ethnicity, moralism and anti-pluralism do not fit the reality. 

Many left parties are said to have adopted populism, but they stand on 

pluralism, advocating internationalism, minorities, and solidarity beyond 

differences. 

On the other hand, among the three logics that compose populism 

proposed by Laclau, the second, “a chain of equivalence among popular 

demands,” collides with the first, “the formation of an internal 

antagonistic frontier separating ‘the people’ from power.” All of the Arab 

people’s uprising in 2011, 15-M movement in Spain (the ‘Indignados 

movement’), Occupy movement of Wall Street, French yellow-vest 

struggle begun in November 2018, Hong Kong protests begun in March 

2019, and those in Chile and Lebanon in October 2019, can be seen as 

people’s struggles against the corrupted establishment. Therefore, they 

can be said to be populist struggles. However, they concentrated on a 

single demand in a single front and did not form ‘a chain of equivalence’ 

in which various demands of various people or citizens participating in 

the struggle were raised in parallel. Podemos follows Laclau’s radical 

democratic populist strategy, which asserts the leader’s unique role. 

However, the various masses in the 15-M movement focused on anti-

austerity and anti-neoliberalism, but never raised various demands, such 

as gender equality and environmental and global justice agendas, in 

parallel, forming a chain of equivalence. Podemos is just an anti-austerity 

party that integrates and represents Indignados’ anger over austerity 

within the system of party politics. Of course, in Podemos’ dozens of 

party programs there are gender equality and ecologist demands. 
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However, these demands have never become main slogans in public 

squares or election campaigns. Of course, as seen in the 1917 Russian 

Revolution, the three subjects of workers, peasants, and soldiers were 

formed into “an internal antagonistic frontier separating ‘the people’ from 

power” by the great leader Lenin, forming an equivalent chain of bread, 

land, and peace. In other words, the chain of equivalents, a key element 

of Laclau’s radical democracy strategy, is not a necessary condition for 

the composition of the people or populism. 

Therefore, excluding the chain of equivalence of various demands in 

Laclau’s definition, and moralism and anti-pluralism in Mudde’s, what 

remains in common are people-centrism and anti-elitism. It leads to the 

definition proposed by Margaret Canovan (1999: 3), “populism in 

modern democratic societies is best seen as an appeal to ‘the people’ 

against both the established structure of power and the dominant ideas 

and values of the society” (Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis 2019: 6). The 

negative implications of populism can be understood when adopting 

Canovan’s definition. It cannot be denied that the term populism is used 

negatively in reality. At this time, the term populism refers to 

irresponsible arguments and agitations that conflict with the common 

sense or values of the ruling class or the establishment, threaten the 

system and society’s stability, cause division, and appeal to the masses’ 

selfishness rather than their reason. In other words, populism is an 

uncomfortable argument or practice for the ruling class or the 

establishment. 

Laclau and Canovan do not recognize populism as an independent 

ideology and regard it as a logical constitution of confrontation between 

the people and the establishment. However, Mudde argues that since 

populism is not a full or thick ideology but a ‘thin-centered ideology,’ it 

can be combined with the ideology of the left as well as the right. It has 

occurred throughout history to appeal to large numbers of people who 

have been suffering or dissatisfied when severe social conflict or 

divisions exist, and it is not necessarily an independent ideology. It is also 

possible to believe that it is justice to carry out the general will of the 

morally pure people and, in this case, it can be called an immature 

ideology. 

Therefore, Canoban’s definition is the most appropriate for populism, 

but in reality, there may be a populist movement consistent with Laclau’s 

and Mudde’s definitions. However, Laclau and Mudde’s definitions 

express not the whole but merely some aspects of real populist 
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movements, or their ideas or strategies. Therefore, their definitions of 

populism are inappropriate for the reality of populism. 

 

Relationship between leftist politics and populist politics 

March and Keith (2016) and Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis (2019) argue 

that populist strategy has contributed to the left party’s growth. This 

implies that the leftist strategy and the populist strategy are distinguished 

from each other in that the former takes class politics and the latter takes 

non-class politics. March and Keith (2016: 360) contrast class politics to 

populist politics: “One reason why Sinn Féin has surpassed the Marxist 

Left in Ireland is that it has been able to combine ‘nationalist populism’ 

with eclectic left-leaning policy positions, […] Conversely, the Marxist 

Left remains wedded to traditional Trotskyist ideological sectarianism, 

wherein ‘streaks’ of populism have failed to supplant ‘class-against-class’ 

politics.” 

Mudde and March’s argument that populism is a thin-centered 

ideology and left parties are adopting populism means that left parties 

have weakened or abandoned the class-to-class confrontation and 

adopted a confrontational structure of the people versus the establishment. 

Since the adoption of populist elements is a matter of degree, there may 

be more populist and less populist left parties in reality. However, there 

is a misunderstanding of leftist thoughts and strategies in this argument. 

All leftists emphasize the working class, proletariat, class 

consciousness, class struggle, and class liberation. This is the ideological 

peculiarity that distinguishes the left from other forces. Meanwhile, all 

leftists also aim for the liberation of human beings. “An association in 

which the free development of each is the condition for the free 

development of all,” as seen in the Communist Manifesto (Marx and 

Engels 1969), means a society that overcomes all kinds of exploitation, 

oppression, discrimination, exclusion, and alienation. Leftist thought is 

not a break from but a dialectical development of the preceding ideas, 

such as the Enlightenment and humanism, that humankind had developed. 

Although Marxist and leftist ideas see society from a class standpoint and 

emphasize the liberational potential of the working class, they contain all 

the components to build a thoroughly liberated society. 

Today, all leftists sympathize with, press solidarity on, and cheer for 

the numerous mass struggles on Earth. Most of these struggles are not led 

by the working class as a subject and can be criticized as non-class. 

However, the left’s sympathizing with mass struggles is due to its stance 
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against all kinds of exploitation and oppression. The Communist 

Manifesto stated in its final section, “In short, the Communists 

everywhere support every revolutionary movement against the existing 

social and political order of things.” 

Besides, since the working class has never been a majority in history, 

all leftists dreaming of revolution and transformation have devised class 

solidarity strategies and promoted united fronts. The left’s strategies 

appeal not only to the working class but also to the people. This is not 

only because the left pursues the liberation of all people as its identity, 

but also because the left cannot overthrow the ruling class without the 

unity of the whole people or all the oppressed/exploited classes, including 

the working class. In other words, calling the people, appealing to the 

people, and putting the people forward as a subject are the basic ideas 

and strategies of the left to build a liberated society. 

Immediately after World War II, communist parties in Eastern Europe 

and Northeast Asia proposed the people’s democratic revolution and 

established people’s democratic republics. Those were the new forms of 

solidarity with the exploited and oppressed non-working class (mainly 

peasants or poor peasants). Opposing all kinds of exploitation and 

oppression is also a fundamental part of the left’s identity, not in conflict 

with the left’s ideas. At this point, if uniting all the exploited and 

oppressed in the name of the people and struggling against imperialism 

or the ruling class is not called leftist but populist, it reflects only an 

ignorance of the left’s ideas and strategies. Tying up the three subjects of 

workers, peasants, and soldiers as the All-Russian Soviets, and presenting 

‘bread, land, and peace’ as the immediate slogan, Lenin and the 

Bolsheviks promoted the government of workers and peasants. With the 

united front and popular front tactics, communist parties took leadership 

of the anti-fascist and anti-imperialist struggles. Claiming that those 

struggles achieved victory by adopting a populist strategy different from 

a narrow class politics (which emphasizes the working class or the 

contradiction between labor and capital) can only be nonsense. 

Nevertheless, for the Populism School, Lenin and the Bolshevik’s 

strategy is a typical example of populism, and the anti-fascist popular 

front including the national bourgeoisie is a populist movement that 

realizes the general will of the morally pure people beyond narrow class 

politics. 

Katsambekis argues that Syriza has taken a typical populist strategy 

in election campaigns, putting numerous examples of contrasting us to 

them, new to old, interests of the 99% against the 1% privileged elite 
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(Katsambekis 2019: 25–42). In other words, the Populism School insists 

that leftists have become populists and constantly identifies populist 

elements in leftists’ claims and practices. However, when the left appeals 

to the masses, it is natural in left politics to call the people, criticize the 

old establishment, and counterpose the people to the establishment. In 

other words, populist attempts to call and bring the people to confront the 

elites and establishment, presented in joint studies led by March and 

Keith (2016) and Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis (2019), are natural for 

leftists to oppose all kinds of exploitation and oppression and pursue 

human liberation.  

Thus, there is no reason to distinguish leftist politics putting the 

people first from populist politics, and to call leftist politics populist. The 

German PDS, a successor party of the communist SED, appealed to the 

East German residents rather than all German workers or East German 

workers when most East German residents were suffering from 

privatization and unemployment after the reunification and regime 

change. So, Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis’ following argument is close 

to nonsense: “parties such as the SP in the Netherlands and Die Linke in 

Germany managed to veer away from narrow class-based interpellations 

and reach out to broader social strata against the parties of ‘the 

establishment.’ The latter had converged over a nearly identical agenda 

(Mouffe 2005), frustrating significant swathes of their traditional 

constituencies” (Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis 2019: 14). 

The left does not believe that the ruling class, structure, and system, 

which impose oppression, exploitation, and all kinds of inhuman 

suffering, can be overcome without struggles. In this respect, the left 

essentially counterposes the people to the established class and systems. 

Following the post-Marxist position, which does not accept working-

class hegemony, the left-populist Podemos does not call the workers. It 

employs the ‘radical democracy strategy,’ which disregards class politics 

and pursues an alliance with a wide variety of different groups beyond 

the working class and links various demands, such as for gender equality 

and ecologism, as an equivalent chain. Although the dichotomies of left 

and right and upper and lower seem completely different, it goes without 

saying that the ruling class in the confrontation of left and right forms the 

establishment in the confrontation of upper and lower. The difference 

between the two is that the left emphasizes institutions, structures, and 

systems, whereas the populist emphasizes human groups that dominate 

the upper layers of politics, economy, society, and culture. In this regard, 

Laclau says that “the highest forms of populism can only be socialist” 
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(Laclau 1977: 196–197). It can be said that the relationship between 

populism and leftist ideology is the relationship between universal and 

particular. (Podemos’ practice and limitations are covered in more detail 

in Section 5-3). 

Therefore, the Populism School can always find populist elements in 

leftists’ claims and practices. They claim that leftists adopt populism 

when leftists struggle against the established system in the name of the 

people according to their ideals, principles, and strategies. However, 

various specificities of left parties’ struggles and activities can be grasped 

only through the left movement’s framework. They cannot be grasped, 

except superficial characteristics of the confrontation between the people 

and the establishment, through a populism framework. By defining 

Lenin’s Bolshevik Party as a populist party and identifying its populist 

characteristics, the specificity of the Bolshevik Party’s strategies and 

tactics in the history of the socialist movement cannot be discovered. In 

short, there is no reason to analyze the left movements with a framework 

of populism, as do March and Keith (2016) and Katsambekis and 

Kioupkiolis (2019). 

Likewise, the far-right should be understood as the far-right, and there 

is no reason to grasp it as populist. Nora Langenbacher and Britta 

Schellenberg (2011) carefully distinguish the far-right from right-wing 

populism. Michael Minkenberg (2011) uses populism in a very limited 

way, as he classifies the radical right family into four categories: 

“Fascist/autocratic right, Racist/ethnocentric right, Authoritarian-

populist right, Religious-fundamentalist right.” Today, outright racism is 

mainly seen in Eastern Europe, and in Northern Europe it adopts 

sophisticated cultural exclusionism. Many scholars call the far-right 

right-wing populist or radical right populist. However, it is questionable 

whether all of the far-right are mobilizing a confrontation between the 

people and the establishment, trying to make a chain of equivalents, and 

implementing ‘a general will of the morally pure people,’ as Laclau and 

Mouffe, and Mudde assert. They target migrants and pursue a national 

solution from a welfare chauvinist position, but not all of them are 

inciting anti-establishment ideas and action. They are irresponsible and 

hate-promoting forces only from the standpoint of mainstream society. 

There is no reason to understand these forces as populist. Whether 

scholars call them populist or not, the left and the far-right do not act 

according to populism but according to their own identities of the left and 

far-right. (See de Cabanes and Le Lann’s discussion of a ‘potential 

support class’ in Section 4-3). 
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4-2. Various approaches to explain the growth of left parties 

 

There have been many studies on the left party’s growth. Among them, 

March (2011) and Hudson (2012) study the ‘return of the left’ observed 

from the mid-1990s, March and Keith (2016) and Amini (2016) analyze 

left parties after the Great Recession, and Chiocchetti (2017) analyzes the 

performance of the left in Western Europe since the 1990s and the factors 

that influenced it. This section examines the ‘actor approach’ of March 

and Keith (2016) and the ‘aggregational approach’ of Chiocchetti (2017), 

both of which regard all leftists as a party family, and other approaches 

of several researchers. 

 

Actor approach of March and Keith 

Luke March and Daniel Keith regard the radical left parties (i.e., all left 

parties to the left of the social democracy) as actors, and examine 

internally and externally favorable and unfavorable factors in the growth 

of the left party (this approach will be called the ‘actor approach’). Let 

us take a closer look. They classify several factors affecting the growth 

of left parties: “demand-side factors (long-term socio-economic and 

electoral variables), external supply-side factors (party-system and 

institutional factors), and internal supply-side factors (factors internal to 

RLPs themselves).” They argue: “The demand side is a necessary but not 

a sufficient ‘breeding ground’; ‘clever exploitation’ of external 

conditions is required, meaning that the supply side is the main facilitator 

and/or catalyst for RLP success.” They divide internal supply-side factors 

into two parts, ideology/strategy and organization. They allocate 

“flexible/pragmatic responses, open to new ideas and approaches (e.g., 

populism, new alliances, governmental participation)” to the former, and 

“united but flexible organization lacking serious internal dissent/splits, 

responsive and popular leadership, and strong links with social 

movements” to the latter (March and Keith 2016: 365–366). 

 

Syriza’s ‘magic formula’ for electoral success includes populist 

overtones that can unite different ideological tendencies by 

articulating popular anger against the ‘oligarchy’ and a pragmatic 

but principled approach to power (clear anti-austerity principles, but 

‘realist’ demands and flexible coalition strategies with ostensible 
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ideological opponents such as the Independent Greeks). […] 

Populism has been a key part of both Podemos and Syriza’s appeal, 

and is also evident in streaks across the Irish left spectrum. Clearly, 

populism is an ideology ideally placed to flourish in conditions of 

perceived people-elite polarisation. There appears to be a vicious 

circle in action; such conditions encourage populism, which in turn 

exacerbates the people-elite dichotomy (March and Keith 2016: 

371–372). 

 

In short, they argue that the parties that flexibly adopted populism amid 

the economic/political crisis succeeded, and to support this they present 

a table to analyze the effects of demand-side factors and external and 

internal supply-side factors on the performance of the 15 parties in 

Europe after the 2008 economic crisis. For example, they examine 

whether demand-side factors such as economic or political crisis were 

strong or weak and whether parties were positive or negative in adopting 

internal supply-side factors such as flexible response and populism. They 

conclude that in the cases of Syriza, Podemos, and Sinn Fein, gaining 

higher than the average vote of 2.9% following the economic crisis, the 

demand-side factors were strong and the supply-side factors were 

positive. This supports the assessment that populist parties succeeded in 

countries where economic and political crises were most severe (March 

and Keith 2016: 367). 

This approach of regarding the left party as an actor leads to the 

clichéd conclusion that competent actors were successful under favorable 

conditions. It is a conventional methodology of empiricists who are 

satisfied with the comparison and explanation of phenomena. As factors 

influencing left parties’ performances are diverse and researchers can 

choose variables arbitrarily, such researches are unreliable. Moreover, 

given these countries’ strong mass struggles, it can be concluded that the 

left’s growth has taken place only in countries with strong mass/class 

struggles (refer to Section 5-3). Therefore, strong class struggle can 

instead be the most decisive explanatory factor. 

Besides, during the economic crisis the far-right grew more than the 

left. The demand-side factors such as economic and political crisis and 

the internal supply-side factors such as populism are equally favorable to 

the far-right. The populist factor, which is called a decisive factor, is 

much more potent for the far-right. Therefore, applying March and 

Keith’s methodology and hypothesis, parties that show more significant 

growth in these three countries should be far-right populist parties. So, 
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this does not explain why leftists, not far-rights, were successful in these 

countries. Therefore, March and Keith’s analysis and argument cannot 

escape the criticism of being arbitrary and unconvincing. Their error is 

basically caused by ignoring the fact that a party is not only an actor but 

also a competitor. The competitive relationship has a relatively strong 

structure as a result of various political forces’ competition in a given 

system. Therefore, the rise and fall of political parties should be 

examined on the basis of the competitive relationships they have with 

other political forces, which will be described in Section 4-3 below. 

Since March and Keith take the party family approach that 

emphasizes homogeneity and sees differences among leftists as 

ideological differences, the difference in left parties’ performances is 

bound to appear as the difference in ideology. Therefore, it is bound to 

come to a predetermined conclusion that the ideological factor (i.e., the 

flexible and practical approach and the adoption of populism) is the most 

significant success factor. The actor approach implies that since the left 

party cannot choose or improve the demand-side and external supply-

side factors, it has no choice but to wait for those factors to improve, 

while flexing its strategy and adopting populism. 

As discussed above, taking the party family approach based on the 

ideological approach and the actor approach, March and Keith argue that 

parties that strengthened their populist appeals benefited most after the 

economic crisis. However, this shows only the limitations of empiricist 

methodology and is difficult to support. 

 

Aggregational approach of Paolo Chiocchetti 

Paolo Chiocchetti defines the radical left as a class left focusing on a 

medium-term anti-neoliberal program, and as a separate tendency from 

and to the left of mainstream social democracy. He analyzes Western 

European leftists, which is the sum of the leftists of each country, as a 

‘new radical left party family’ (Chiocchetti 2017: 10). Calling his 

approach a holistic and aggregational approach, he conducts quantitative 

and qualitative research together. His research includes all leftists, 

regardless of how small or revolutionary they are, and compares various 

aspects of the left’s strength (share of votes and seats, government 

participation, number of party members) in three core countries 

(Germany, France, Italy) and electoral performances in 17 Western 

European countries. He analyzes the trends and influential factors of the 
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entire Western European left’s ups and downs after 1989 with an in-depth 

study of the three core countries’ leftists. 

It is a meaningful achievement that Chiocchetti confirms the exact 

trend of the entire Western European left’s performance through 

quantitative research (see Section 5-1) and identifies strong social 

mobilization or class struggle as one of the growth factors of the left. He 

argues that the left’s performance is “an electoral thermometer of popular 

dissatisfaction toward neoliberalism” and has been influenced by the 

incompleteness of the left’s anti-neoliberal strategy, the bi-polar system 

dilemma of the competition structure between the right and the center-

left, and the confinement of the EU. In an in-depth study of the three 

countries’ leftists, he points out the difference between each country’s 

leftists’ cohesion and the communist party’s mass party model crisis. He 

argues that a leading party’s tolerance is essential when pursuing an 

electoral coalition or a unitary party as seen in the German PDS, which 

had a material base and played an essential role in the success of the 

German Left Party (Chiocchetti 2017: 6–27, 88, 200–231). All these 

arguments can be agreed with. 

However, he points out only the difference in the cohesion of the left 

as a factor influencing each country’s divergent performance, such as 

Italy, where leftists are divided, and Germany, where leftists united as a 

single party. Of course, a unified left could achieve better results, but 

leftists’ growth has been accomplished instead in countries like Greece, 

Spain, and Ireland where leftists have been divided and less cohesive. 

In the aggregational approach focusing on the anti-neoliberal strategy, 

which sees the entire left as a party family, the most significant factor 

influencing the left’s growth must be an incomplete anti-neoliberal 

strategy. Chiocchetti (2017: 24) presents neoliberalism, competition 

between parties, party systems, non-parliamentary mobilization, and 

party agencies as key factors explaining the divergent performances of 

the left in each country. However, the only factors influencing the 

divergent performance among the parties in one country are parties’ 

competition and party organization. 

For this reason, while he recognizes that “the link between electoral 

gains and left-leaning social mobilisations emerges very clearly in all 

three countries,” he identifies flexible policy and populism arbitrarily as 

factors to explain the growth of Syriza and Podemos: “Some pieces of 

evidence point to the potential of a populist strategy combining an 

intransigent attitude toward the moderate left coupled with a relatively 

moderate programme; often adopted by radical right parties, it recently 
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contributed to the extraordinary successes of SYRIZA in Greece, 

PODEMOS in Spain, and (outside of the radical left) the M5S in Italy” 

(Chiocchetti 2017: 222, 208). This argument is the same as March and 

Keith’s (2016: 372) that “those parties that have most developed their 

populist appeal benefit in conditions of combined economic and political 

crises.” As we have seen earlier, it is a false argument. 

Considering that the left’s growth since the 1990s has been mainly in 

the RLPs and red-green parties, Chiocchetti’s main errors are due to the 

limitations of the party family approach, emphasizing homogeneity of the 

whole left. It is impossible to reach a sufficient explanation only by 

arranging and comparing various factors that may affect the left parties’ 

performance, like March and Keith and Chiocchetti, who take the party-

family approach. 

 

Kate Hudson’s way of explanation 

Kate Hudson explains the return of the left since 1990 in terms of: the 

collapse of the Soviets triggered neoliberal attacks; the social democratic 

party’s rightward shift made a political space; many left parties stopped 

declining and began to move forward; in the struggle against welfare cuts 

after the Maastricht Treaty and the deregulation of labor, the realignment 

of the left and a new European left that was open to gender and ecological 

agendas and cooperation with each other, unlike in the past, emerged. She 

also explains that some communist successor parties could secure support 

amid the severe suffering of populations following the regime change in 

Eastern Europe, such as in Russia (Hudson 2012: 10–28). Explaining the 

growth of the left with three elements (the space opened by the social 

democratic party’s rightward shift, economic suffering imposed by 

neoliberalism, and class struggle) as she does, can be said to be leftists’ 

standard way of explanation. 

However, as seen in Eastern Europe, attributing the left’s growth 

directly to economic suffering is a very conventional explanation, and is 

the same thinking as connecting an (economic/political) crisis with the 

growth of populist parties, saying that a crisis is a prerequisite for 

populism (Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis 2019: 9). Such explanations 

lack consideration of long-term factors influencing the left party’s growth, 

such as institutional factors and changes in the working class’s 

composition and status. 

 

Explanations centering on competition and structural factors 
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Although Donald Sassoon (2010) does not explicitly disclose the 

methodology used in his book, The West European Left in the Twentieth 

Century, he explains the rise and fall of left parties in terms of not only 

political/economic/social contexts but also rival relationships between 

the right and the left and between leftists, such as social democrats, 

socialists, and communists. This method uses the same thinking as the 

competitive relationship approach, which grasps the left party’s 

performance in competitive relationships with other forces. However, 

Sassoon does not seem to value the institutional factors like the electoral 

system. 

 

Only with an understanding of these different systems is it possible 

to assess why in one country parties of the radical left are forced to 

form coalitions in order to enter elections, while in another they are 

forced to agree with others on compromise candidates for runoff 

elections, and in yet another they might face no minimum thresholds 

for winning seats in Parliament. In Europe both majority voting and 

proportional representation exist, along with combinations of the 

two; on top of that there are also historically rooted special situations 

(Kulke and Khan 2012). 

 

Roland Kulke and Mark Khan (2012) assert that there have been 

historically rooted special situations behind particular electoral systems. 

This is the same as this book’s position that institutional factors are a 

product of the competition of various political forces, and is a main factor 

constituting and constraining a historically formed competitive 

relationship. 

The left party enters the arena of institutional politics to win the 

masses. At this time, left parties face an electoral system unfavorable to 

them and competition with other forces trying to exclude them. Thus the 

electoral system and competitive relationship form a political opportunity 

structure 

 

Dick Richardson and Chris Rootes’s (1995) discussion of the green 

parties’ performance, which varies from country to country, is similar to 

this book’s explanation of the divergent rise and fall of left parties. 

Richardson (1995) distinguishes environmentalism, which regards nature 

as an object or condition of human beings, from ecologism, which 

recognizes human beings as a part of nature. He argues that the main 

common elements of all green parties’ development are 
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ecological/environmental consciousness and the perceived need for 

political action, and that a severe lack of industrial development harms 

the development of green parties. However, since the concepts of post-

materialism and post-industrialism alone are insufficient to explain the 

divergent development of green parties, he introduces peculiar national 

constrains, such as institutional structures including electoral systems. 

Rootes (1995) says, “The rise of Green parties in Europe has been 

variously attributed to the development of environmental consciousness, 

the pattern of opportunities and constraints imposed by institutional 

arrangements and the shifting balance of political competition.” He 

presents three factors (environmental consciousness, institutional 

structures, and political competition) to explain the green parties’ 

divergent performance. “In general, in countries with federal 

constitutions and proportional representation electoral systems, the 

institutional matrix is much more favourable for the development and 

success of Green parties, and for the development of mutually beneficial 

relationships between Green parties and the environmental movement, 

than it is in centralized unitary states with majoritarian electoral systems.” 

The German Green Party has grown despite the high 5% barrier to 

enter Parliament and the SPD’s exclusion and oppression. Richardson 

and Rootes (1995) claim that the various performances of green parties 

from country to country can be understood only by considering the 

unique conditions, in which socio-cultural conflicts precede socio-

economic conflicts due to the welfare state’s consolidation, and 

institutional structures and competition that small parties must overcome. 

Their standpoint is very similar to that of this book. 

 

The Left presents a very different picture in each of the individual 

countries, resulting from the different traditions and political 

structures in the country under consideration and from differences 

in the sense of identity of the various organizations. […] The party-

political Left as documented here is very much shaped by the 

economic, political and social situation in the individual countries, 

by its social milieu, by the strength or weakness of civil society, and 

by the trade unions and other social movements. It has to assert itself 

within the political conditions of the local party and electoral 

systems (Hildebrandt and Daiber 2009: 6). 

 

Cornelia Hildebrandt and Birgit Daiber (eds. 2009) consider each 

country’s tradition, political structure, political/economic/social 
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conditions, and electoral system as factors that explain the different 

situations of left parties in rivalry with other forces. It is clear that these 

factors have influenced left parties’ ups and downs and are similar to the 

five explanatory factors (historical backgrounds, institutional factors, 

competitive relationship, change of potential support class, class struggle) 

presented in the next section. However, it is particularly noteworthy that 

it holds the difference in identity, which can be reduced to the difference 

in movement theory, as a factor that explains the various performances 

of leftists from country to country and within the same country. This 

insight is very similar to the party movement approach of this book. 

 

4-3. Competitive relationship approach and explanatory 

factors 

 

Numerous factors such as historical/political/economic backgrounds, 

political opportunity structure consisting of institutional factors and 

competitive relationships, and class struggle have affected the left party’s 

growth. However, the point is to present an explanatory framework to 

reflect the weight and connection of these factors. For March and Keith 

and Chiocchetti, who take the party family approach assuming 

homogeneity of the left, it is inevitable to use various explanatory factors 

arbitrarily to explain the left parties’ various performances and compare 

them superficially. If several explanatory factors are simultaneously and 

quantitatively compared, long-term factors such as historical 

backgrounds and institutional factors are inevitably downplayed. 

However, the growth of the left was mainly achieved by RLPs in 

Southern Europe and red-green parties in Northern Europe. Even within 

the same country, the growth was in RLPs rather than revolutionary lefts 

and communist parties. Left parties have grown divergently by region, 

by country, and by small party movement family. Therefore, we should 

identify explanatory elements affecting the divergent performance of 

small party movement families, such as RLPs, red-green parties, 

communist parties, and revolutionary lefts, and the divergent competitive 

relationships by region and by country. It should reflect the weight of 

explanatory factors, such as historical backgrounds and institutional 

factors (long-term factors), change of potential support class (a gradual 

factor), and class struggle (a short-term factor), which have caused the 

difference or change in competitive relationships, taking even small party 

movement families into consideration. At this time, the competitive 
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relationship is a framework in which other explanatory factors are 

reflected, and it is also an explanatory factor (the competitive relationship 

approach). 

This book presents as explanatory factors, not neoliberalism and a 

party’s competence, but the change of potential support class and class 

struggles because the former cannot explain the divergent performances 

of parties by country and party. For example, the background of the far-

right’s growth, which is ahead of the left in most European countries, is 

also neoliberalism. Therefore, neoliberalism and party’s competence 

alone cannot explain the divergent performances of the left and the far-

right, which differ from region to region and country to country, and the 

divergent types of competition between left parties and green parties.  

These five factors (historical backgrounds, institutional factors, 

competitive relationship, change of potential support class, class struggle) 

may vary from country to country but they are the same conditions for 

leftists within one country. The difference between left parties within a 

country stems above all from the difference in each party’s movement 

theory, and the difference in the performance of left parties is after all the 

difference in their ability to attract potential support strata. In other words, 

the difference in the performance of left parties within a country, or their 

different abilities to attract potential supporters under the same conditions, 

is reduced to the difference in movement theories. Therefore, 

investigating the difference in the performance of various left parties 

inevitably leads to focusing on the differences among small party 

movement families, that is, the party movement approach that 

emphasizes the heterogeneity of movement theories rather than the 

homogeneity of the whole left. The left and other political forces within 

a country share the country’s historical backgrounds and institutional 

factors and compete for potential support classes. So, the factors affecting 

their performance or competitive relationship must be the change of 

potential support strata and class struggle. Therefore, to comprehensively 

consider and reflect all these factors, it is necessary to analyze them on 

the axis of the competitive relationship. 

As such, to explain the divergent performances of left parties by 

region, country, and party, this book, seeing the left party not only as an 

actor but also a competitor, analyzes them along the two axes of 

competitive relationship and small party movement family. In other 

words, the party movement approach is preserved in the competitive 

relationship approach, as it focuses not only on the difference between 

the left (party) and other forces but also on the difference between small 



Explanatory Framework and Factors for Left Parties’ Divergent Performances 85 

 

party movement families. The validity of these approaches will be 

verified in the case studies in the next chapter. 

 

Competitive relationship 

A competitive relationship refers to a relationship in which many actors 

compete with each other. A party for the left is not only an organization 

but also a movement. It enters into various relationships, such as struggle, 

competition, and alliance, with other political forces. A political 

landscape is an external environment for a specific political party, but it 

is also an interrelationship between various political forces. In other 

words, the competitive structure is a totality of the ever-changing 

relationships between various actors. Besides, the power relation 

between various actors is a product of accumulated history. Therefore, 

historical backgrounds, competition relationship, and institutional factors 

are not just environments outside the subject but also a structure 

transformed by an actor which is itself a part of it. Therefore, to analyze 

the emergence, growth, and stagnation of the left party, a political force, 

it is necessary to grasp the left party as an actor and a competitor, which 

itself forms a part of the structure of the competitive relationship. Such 

competitive relationships within and outside left parties have been 

formed amid the competition of various political forces and also 

influenced by historical/political/economic/social backgrounds and 

institutional factors. In other words, the formed competitive relationship 

or structure is a result of the operation of various factors that affect the 

left party’s performance and becomes a starting point for a new 

competition. Therefore, it is possible to identify the weight of the factors 

influencing competitive relationships, which have changed sometimes 

gradually and sometimes radically, through long-term changes in the 

competitive relationship in all Europe and one country, and through 

differences in competitive relationships between countries and between 

regions. 

It is well known that after World War II, the Socialist Parties of France 

and Italy tried to exclude the Communist Parties, and the German SPD 

tried to isolate the PDS and the Left Party. Besides, as seen in Northern 

Europe, leftists are often forced to cooperate with neoliberal social 

democratic parties (plural left alliance/government) to prevent the right-

wing from taking power. As such, the competitive relationship that the 

left has with other forces is an element that has worked as a constraint on 

the left’s growth. In other words, the competitive relationship is a 
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framework in which several explanatory elements are reflected and is 

itself an explanatory element. 

 

Historical backgrounds 

The reason why communist parties have survived only in Southern 

Europe in the West after World War II cannot be explained without the 

historical background of anti-fascist and anti-dictatorship struggles that 

communist parties had led. Leftists in Central Europe were excluded due 

to the Cold War, and those of Eastern Europe had been marginalized by 

the negative memories of Communist rule that remained in many 

countries. All of these are influenced by historical backgrounds. Besides, 

green parties’ strength in Central Europe and weakness in Northern 

Europe, despite both being welfare states, can also be explained by the 

difference in historical backgrounds. Therefore, it is clear that historical 

backgrounds are an important factor influencing the left’s performance. 

Furthermore, historical backgrounds and electoral systems are shared by 

each country’s political forces and are reflected in each country’s 

competitive relationship. 

 

Institutional factors 

Institutional factors include political systems and electoral systems to 

which all political forces must adapt. However, this section will mainly 

focus on the electoral system. The electoral system is also a factor that 

has had a strong influence on the left party’s strategy and performance. 

Naturally, to escape marginalization leftists seek cooperation among 

leftist forces first. In particular, under the high threshold of 3-5% for entry 

to parliament, new or small political parties cannot help but respond 

jointly. The responses often stop at an electoral coalition or umbrella 

party, like the French Left Front (FdG) and the Spanish Unified Left (IU), 

but sometimes develop from an electoral coalition through an umbrella 

party into a unitary party, like the Greek Syriza, German Left Party, and 

Danish RGA. Such responses cannot be explained without considering 

the influence of the electoral system. Revolutionary leftists and 

communist parties, following the party-united front model, stop at an 

electoral coalition or an umbrella party, a kind of united front. As seen in 

Spain and France, it is clear that communist parties are strong due to 

historical backgrounds such as anti-fascist and anti-dictatorship struggles. 
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They have promoted united fronts in response to the influence of the 

competition structure and electoral system. 

European electoral systems, including in Eastern Europe, are 

primarily a national or regional party-list proportional representation 

system with a 3–5% high threshold to enter parliament. Exceptionally, 

Sweden, Belgium, Ireland, and Croatia adopt the single transferable vote 

(STV) system, favored by minor parties. Denmark, the Netherlands, and 

Luxembourg have a proportional representation system but virtually no 

entry barriers. England, France, and Italy have a system that is very 

disadvantageous for small parties. In England, Trotskyist parties, which 

have relied on the tactics of entrism into the Labor Party or given up 

entering parliament, are severely divided because it is impossible to enter 

the parliament by themselves due to the two-party system or the first-

past-the-post voting system (Kulke and Khan 2012; Kelly 2018). In 

France, the Communist Party continuously has had to cooperate with the 

Socialist Party to block the right-wing or escape ruin together under the 

bipolar system due to the ‘Romance majority voting system’ that binds 

the majoritarian and run-off systems (Kulke and Khan 2012). It is 

difficult for the Italian left to enter parliament unless it cooperates with 

the Democratic Party (PD), sifted from the communist PCI, because Italy 

applies a proportional system subsidiarily to a majoritarian system 

(Porcaro 2012; Chiocchetti 2017). Thus, electoral systems have greatly 

influenced the leftists’ poor performance in these three countries. 

Although having a proportional representation system, Spain is divided 

into 52 electoral districts under the federal system. It encourages local 

parties to dominate, and small parties, even with national support, are 

unlikely to be elected in constituencies with ten seats or less (Heilig 2012). 

The pattern in Northern Europe in which left parties are forced to 

cooperate with social democratic parties to prevent the right-wing from 

taking power is mainly explained by the bipolar or two-block system 

(Kulke and Khan 2012). 

Furthermore, a high threshold under a proportional representation 

system can also explain why leftists have promoted an electoral coalition, 

umbrella party, and unitary party to present an alternative to the social 

democratic party’s rightward shift. Thus, high thresholds have also 

hindered the growth of left and green parties, except for communist 

successor parties, which have popular bases in Eastern Europe. On the 

other hand, when a threshold is low or in favor of minor parties, it rules 

out incentives for electoral alliances and encourages dogmatic 

revolutionary leftists who are obsessed with correct arguments and 
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strategies. That is the case in Ireland, Belgium, the Netherlands, and 

Luxembourg. Many revolutionary factions have survived in Ireland, and 

the SP and SWP agreed to an electoral coalition AAA-PBP (renamed S-

PBP) only in 2016. Ireland has a single transferable voting system where 

voters write down the numbers 1 to 5 in the order they prefer in the list. 

The votes gained by the eliminated candidates are transferred to other 

candidates according to their preferences. The Netherlands uses a 

proportional representation system without any limitations, and a party 

can advance to Congress with only 0.6% of the valid votes (Kulke and 

Khan 2012). Luxembourg permits “cumulative and split ticket voting” 

(Wagener 2012). Slovenia has a 4% barrier to entry, but “both 

parliamentary and non-parliamentary groups are eligible, as long as they 

gain at least 1 percent of the vote in the previous elections” (Toplišek 

2019). As such, institutional factors including electoral systems are also 

an important explanatory factor that has influenced the left’s performance 

and strategy. 

 

Potential support strata 

Dominic Heilig (2016) classifies the left party’s potential support strata 

into (1) a classical worker, (2) an alternative milieu that protests the 

present state of things, (3) people with experiences of precarity, and (4) 

middle strata in danger of falling into the precariat. On the other hand, 

Chiocchetti emphasizes ‘working class and welfarist constituencies.’ 

However, considering the competitive relationship with other political 

forces, it is difficult to say that these classifications are sufficient. 

“Numerous studies have revealed the Greens’ electorate as 

disproportionately young, secular, educated, new middle-class citizens in 

large cities and university towns who have (or are studying towards) 

public service or high-tech employment” (Frankland 1995). In contrast, 

voters for radical-right parties are generally male, “the poorly educated 

and frustrated segments of the population,” and “the lower and lower 

middle class” (Langenbacher and Schellenberg 2011). They are 

composed of the deprived (victimized), dissatisfied, and worried 

(unstable) strata of the population under neoliberal globalization. In 

Northern European welfare states, the main growth base of the far-right 

is the unstable strata consisting mainly of the lower middle class who are 

attracted to the anti-migrant and welfare chauvinist appeals. On the other 

hand, the left’s supporters range from the traditional working class, to the 

neoliberal-deprived strata, to the progressive middle class. For example, 
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the proportion of low-ranking officials and pensioners is high in the 

German Left Party in East Germany. However, the support of the highly 

educated liberal class, which mainly supports the Green Party, is low, and 

the proportion of those victimized under neoliberalism (the deprived 

strata) is high in West Germany (Heilig 2016; Chiocchetti 2017: 90–91). 

While the Greek KKE is supported by blue collars mainly composed of 

organized workers, Syriza is supported by educated white collars, such 

as the teacher’s union. The Democratic Left (DiMar), launched by 

Syriza’s right-wing, gains high support from professionals, such as 

lawyers (Eleftheriou 2016). 

 

Table 3: Potential support strata of the social democratic, green, left, and far-

right parties 

 working class middle class 
capitalist 

class 

 industrial working class new middle class old middle class  

 precarious regular    

neoliberalism deprived dissatisfied supportive unrest supportive unrest supportive  

social 
democratic 

 √ √ √ √ √ √  

green    √ √ √ √  

left √ √ √ √ √    

far-right √ √  √  √  √* 

* The capitalist class only partially supports the far-right.  Source: Author. 

 

As shown in <Table 3>, the working class and middle class had been 

support bases of the social democratic party, which had pursued a post-

war full employment and welfare state agenda. After the consolidation of 

the post-industrial society and welfare state, blue collars have reduced 

and the new middle class, made up of white collars, including the service 

sector, particularly public service workers, has grown. They were the 

supporters of the welfare state and the social democratic party, and the 

base for the green party’s emergence. Besides, the neoliberal attacks have 

resulted in the neoliberal-deprived, mainly non-organized workers such 

as unemployed and precarious workers, the neoliberal-dissatisfied such 

as pensioners, and the neoliberal-worried (unstable), mainly the lower 

middle class attracted to anti-migrant and welfare chauvinist rhetoric and 

policies. In other words, the working class’s composition and status have 

changed due to the consolidation of the welfare state and 

transformed/divided into the neoliberal-deprived, neoliberal-dissatisfied, 

and neoliberal-worried strata due to neoliberal globalization. Therefore, 



90 Explanatory Framework and Factors for Left Parties’ Divergent Performances 

the social democratic party, the green party, the far-right, and the left 

party have competed for a space opened by the social democratic party’s 

rightward shift. 

The exclusionary position of the far-right, which puts state and nation 

first and insists on welfare chauvinism, is directly opposed to the green 

party’s human liberation position and the cosmopolitan or left-libertarian 

positions. The left puts the people first and emphasizes equality and 

solidarity and its support strata overlaps with those of the far-right and 

greens. 

 

Langenbacher and Schellenberg (2011: 14) say, “Even if there is no direct 

causation between a low social status and the support for right-wing 

extremism, a strong relation between ‘subjective deprivation,’ i.e., the 

subjective feeling of being unprivileged, and extreme right orientation is 

documented.” The difference between the far-right and left supporters is 

also the difference in the subjective feelings, perceptions, identities, and 

values within the same strata.  

Most of Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s votes in the 2017 French presidential 

election came from left and green supporters. However, only 4% (this 

figure varies from 2% to 7% depending on the study) of his votes went 

to Marine Le Pen in the final ballot (Escalona and Vieira 2016). The 

difference in identity and values of the far-right and the left is clear, even 

while their objective support strata, the working class and the lower 

middle class, overlap. This fact is also supported by the study of Antoine 

de Cabane and Yann Le Lann (2018), which empirically analyzes the 

Mélenchon and Le Pen’s voters in the 2012 and 2017 French presidential 

elections. 

 

Saying “only 7% of Mélenchon’s voters voted Le Pen in the second round 

while 52% voted for Macron (the remainders abstained)” in the 2017 

presidential election’s second round, De Cabane and Le Lann (2018) 

argue that “the idea of an electoral porosity between right-wing and 

leftwing populism” is inaccurate.  

In <Figure 1: Distribution of the votes according to the socio-

professional categories of the voters (among the working population)>, 

the votes for Mélenchon and Le Pen, who won 19.6% and 21.4% of votes 

respectively in the first round in 2017, show significant differences, such 

as, among workers the vote shares are 25% and 39%, among employees 

they are 24% and 30%, and among intermediate professionals they are 

26% and 10% respectively. However, the two candidates’ support strata  
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Figure 1: Distribution of the votes according to the socio-professional categories 

of the voters (among the working population) 

 

Source: De Cabanes and Le Lann 2018: 172. 

Figure 2: Composition of the working-population section of the two 

electorates, according to socio-professional categories 

 

Source: De Cabanes and Le Lann 2018: 173. 
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Figure 3: Origin of Le Pen’s and Mélenchon’s 2017 voters according to their 

2012 votes 

 

Source: De Cabanes and Le Lann 2018: 174. 

Figure 4: The determining impact of issues on voters, per electorates 

 

Source: De Cabanes and Le Lann 2018: 175. 
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overlap each other, as the sum of votes gained by both candidates is 64% 

of workers, 54% of employees, and 36% of intermediate professionals.  

The composition of employees, workers, and intermediate 

professionals in the two electorates in <Figure 2>, shows 28.4%, 21.6%, 

and 29.8% for Mélenchon, and 35.0%, 32.3%, and 18.4% for Le Pen. In 

other words, Le Pen received more support from employees and blue 

collars than Mélenchon. Besides, the French National Front insists on 

withdrawing from the EU and nationalizing public goods, policies that 

overlap with the left’s past slogans. 

In <Figure 3>, among Mélenchon’s 2017 voters, 32% came from 

2012 Socialist candidate François Hollande and 25% from abstentions 

and new voters, while 15% of Le Pen’s voters came from the right, voters 

for Nicolas Sarkozy. In <Figure 4>, the two candidates’ voters show 

opposite attitudes on terrorism, illegal immigration, and delinquency and 

crime. Issues of wages, purchasing power, health, and job security impact 

Mélenchon and Le Pen’s voters, while the impact on Mélenchon’s voters 

is bigger than it is on Le Pen’s. Issues of public service and environmental 

preservation have a far more significant influence on Mélenchon’s. 

These statistics show that, even if the objective support strata of the 

far-right and the left overlap, there is a big difference in the support 

groups’ attitudes to particular issues. Some researchers claim that 

populism is a ‘thin-centered ideology,’ emphasizing the confrontation 

between (left and right) populist parties and the established parties, i.e., 

emphasizing the homogeneity of left and right populism (Mudde 2004, 

March and Keith 2016, Katsambekis and Kioupkiolis 2019). However, 

in the French 2017 presidential election, Mélenchon and Le Pen 

supporters were divided along the left and right confrontation axis, 

showing that interpenetration is extremely weak. If the decisive factor in 

the two candidates’ good performance has been populism, the two 

candidates’ support bases must be homogeneous and mutually 

interchangeable. In other words, if the main reason for supporting 

Mélenchon was populism, which emphasizes the confrontation between 

the people and the establishment, Mélenchon’s supporters had to support 

the populist Le Pen in the final vote. 

Moreover, as shown in <Figure 4>, the issues of environmental 

preservation and public service guarantees have a much more significant 

influence on Mélenchon’s supporters than Le Pen’s. Identifying these 

supporters of Mélenchon as the people who responded to populism is 

almost nonsense. In the case of Alternative for Germany (AfD), although 

its support strata of neoliberal-dissatisfied and neoliberal-deprived 
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people overlap with that of the Left Party, the results of the 2013 and 

2017 general elections show that the AfD’s rapid growth (+7.9%) was at 

the expense of the CDP (-8.5%) and the SDP (-5.2%), not the Left Party 

(+0.6%) nor the Green Party (+0.5%). The fact that growth trends of the 

far-right and the left do not show an inverse relationship with each other 

is confirmed in many countries except Spain, as seen in Section 5-3. 

Therefore, it is almost groundless to identify populism as a success factor 

for both the far-right and left parties, except for Podemos. 

In Germany, the Green Party and Left Party’s support strata are 

clearly divided, but the red-green parties, which preempted the green 

agenda, embrace the green’s support strata. In this respect, the strategy of 

accepting the green agenda and embracing organized workers and the 

neoliberal-deprived has significant potential. The Portuguese Left Bloc 

has led the struggle for the decriminalization of abortion, and 

Synaspismos, the leading force in Syriza, has grown in the social 

movements. Northern European red-green parties have grown by 

preempting the green agenda. These show that it is vital to respond to 

changes in potential support strata. 

 

Class struggle 

The masses’ class consciousness is decisive to the left party’s 

performance. Class consciousness, class struggle, and deepening 

political/economic/social contradictions are closely related. The left 

parties’ good performances since the late 1990s were primarily due to 

strong mass mobilizations. As for the left’s return, Hudson particularly 

notes the working class’s responses under the Maastricht Treaty: the 

German public sector strike in May 1992; the Italian workers and 

pensioners struggle with 1.5 million participants against welfare cuts in 

November 1994; and the French unions’ general strikes and protests, 

which began in November 1995 and lasted more than three weeks and 

stopped transportation entirely (Hudson 2012: 9–10). Chiocchetti also 

confirms the link between leftist social mobilization and electoral 

performance: in France, two electoral peaks (1995-2002, 2009-12) and 

large-scale anti-right mobilizations led by the labor movement (1995, 

2009-10); in Italy, two peaks (1995-96, 2004-06) and the large-scale anti-

Berlusconi mobilizations by trade unions (1994, 2002) and the peace 

movement network (2002-04); in Germany, two periods of significant 

growth of the PDS/Left Party and the opposition to privatization in East 

Germany in 1992-93 (anti-Treuhand), and the anti-war movement in 
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2003 and the anti-Hartz reform mobilizations in 2003-04 (Chiocchetti 

2017: 222).  

The Financial Crisis followed by widespread public struggles 

preceded the growth of left parties in Greece, Spain, Portugal, Ireland, 

and Iceland. More specifically, the growth of Syriza followed the Greek 

student revolts in 2006-07 and December 2008 and strong anti-austerity 

struggles combined with the nearly 30 general strikes that began in 2011. 

The growth of Podemos and the Left Bloc followed anti-austerity 

struggles in 2011. French leftists had grown with struggles against 

European integration in 1995, the European Constitution in 2005, and the 

CPE (the first employment contract bill) in 2006. The Portuguese Left 

Bloc grew through the struggle for decriminalization of abortion in 1999. 

The Icelandic Left-Green Movement (VG) grew after the 2008 financial 

crisis and the Kitchenware struggle. Sinn Féin and other left parties’ 

growth in Ireland followed the 2008 financial crisis and anti-austerity 

struggles, such as the anti-water charges in 2014. The growth of PTB-

GO!, an electoral coalition led by the Belgian Workers’ Party (PvdA), 

followed the strong anti-austerity protests in 2014-15. 

As such, the correlation between the left’s growth and class struggle 

is evident. However, while economic crisis and severe suffering indeed 

lead to mass resistance, the masses’ mobilizations, such as the French 

struggle against the European Constitution (No to EU) or the Portuguese 

struggle for decriminalization of abortion, were not related to the 

economic crisis. Besides, the growth of the communist successor party 

(PDS) following the East German people’s resentment against the 

privatization in 1992-93, the resurgence of the Russian Communist Party 

(CPRF) following resentment at the shock therapy after 1993, and the 

growth of the successor communist parties in Moldova and the Czech 

Republic following dissatisfaction related to the financial crisis in 1998, 

were combined with the dissatisfaction with neoliberalism and the 

economic crisis. However, those instances of left growth seem to have 

relied on a vote against the incumbent government and the past prestige 

of the left, rather than on mass mobilization (Hudson 2000, 2012: 19–28). 

In other words, the communist successor parties gained support as the 

only force that could represent and embrace socio-economic 

dissatisfaction in the absence of competition with the far-right and green 

parties. Hence, it is not easy to expect this kind of growth in Western 

Europe. 

Thus, while not all political/economic dissatisfaction or crises have 

led to the left’s growth, the left’s growth has almost always been preceded 
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by strong class struggles. All mass struggles are, in any case, an 

expression of opposition and resentment against the ruling forces, and 

thus strong mass struggles can lead to the growth of the left. However, 

sometimes these struggles did not last long or lead to the left’s growth. 

The reasons can be found in the left’s division or incompetence, or in 

each country’s enforcing of a two-party or bipolar political system, or in 

the political structure/competitive relationship. 

As shown in <Table 3>, theoretically, the social-democratic, green, 

far-right, and left parties compete for support from the working and 

middle classes. These social classes’ identities are influenced by 

campaigns and class struggles. Furthermore, the identity of equality and 

solidarity is acquired through massive class struggles. Lenin’s statement 

that strikes are the best socialist school is still relevant. Therefore, unlike 

communist successor parties in Eastern Europe, which embraced socio-

economic dissatisfaction under the conditions of no competition with the 

greens and far-right, there have been strong class struggles behind the 

growth of the Western European left in the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s. It is 

difficult to expect strong growth of the left without strong class struggle. 

Class struggle has also become more important in Eastern Europe, as the 

far-right and green parties are growing. 

Most anti-neoliberal struggles have taken place when the right has 

been in power, and the center-left has been a more significant beneficiary 

than the left from these struggles. Under the bipolar system, the left has 

tended to be forced to compromise with the center-left for the anti-right 

bloc’s success. Conciliatory attitudes toward the center-left had ended in 

disaster, leading to a backlash from hard-liners. In contrast, intransigent 

attitudes had led to the moderate group’s dissatisfaction and defection 

(Chiocchetti 2017: 207–208). However, this problem needs to be viewed 

as a matter of principle and flexibility, not of non-compromise and 

compromise. It is clear that retributions followed when the left 

abandoned principles, as seen when the Italian Communist Refoundation 

Party (PRC) while in the Prodi cabinet agreed to dispatch troops to 

Afghanistan in 2006, and divisions occurred when it was inflexible. 

 

Competitive relationship approach: an explanatory framework  

The ‘left’s return’ since the 1990s and ‘some left parties’ growth’ after 

the Great Recession in Europe were related to neoliberal attacks. They 

were also results of the left’s responses to the demands of mainly the 

dissatisfied and deprived strata of the population under neoliberalism. 
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The success or rapid growth of Western European left parties, in any case, 

were proceeded by intense mass struggles, an expression of 

political/economic outrage. This is the standard explanation of the left, 

represented by Hudson (2012). Amini (2016) and Chiocchetti’s (2017) 

starting points are the same. However, these explanatory factors alone 

cannot explain why the left’s growth was mainly driven by the radical 

left and red-green parties in Southern and Northern Europe. 

The decline of communist parties, the emergence of green parties, 

and the growth of red-green parties are explained by the long-term factor 

of the change in the working class’s composition and status due to the 

consolidation of post-industrial society and the welfare state. However, 

the facts that communist parties survived in Southern Europe, red-green 

parties in Northern Europe, green parties in Central Europe, and 

communist successor parties in Eastern Europe are explained by different 

competition types formed in the context of particular historical 

backgrounds and institutional factors. 

As such, not only the growth of the left but also the divergent 

performances of small left party movement families are explained by 

combining three axes: (1) different competition types by region that have 

been formed on historical backgrounds and institutional factors; (2) the 

change in the working class’s composition and status and ‘change of 

potential support strata,’ including the growth of the neoliberal-deprived 

and -dissatisfied strata; (3) ‘class struggle.’ The change in the working 

class’s composition and status and the ‘change of potential support strata’ 

are long-term and gradual factors affecting the competitive relationship, 

and class struggle is a short-term but strong factor that has had a profound 

impact on the competitive relationship (the competitive relationship 

approach). 

In other words, the left’s growth since the 1990s has been 

accomplished in different competitive relationships by region that have 

already formed. The next chapter, using the competitive relationship 

approach that takes even small party movement families into 

consideration, will examine the historical/regional competitive 

relationships formed from World War II to the early 1990s and the 

changed competitive relationships since the mid-1990s, and identify 

factors that have influenced the divergent performances of the left. 

  



98 Historical/Regional Competition Types and Changed Competition Types 

5 Historical/Regional Competition Types 
and Changed Competition Types 
according to the Competitive 
Relationship Approach 

 

 

 

 

 

The preceding chapter explained the competitive relationship approach 

incorporating the five explanatory elements (historical background, 

institutional factors, competitive relationship, potential support class, and 

class struggle). The left’s growth since the 1990s was made on different 

competitive relationships, which formed in the context of the different 

historical backgrounds and institutions by region, and have changed into 

new competitive relationships influenced by the elements of the class 

struggle and changes in potential support strata. The competitive 

relationships before the 1990s are called ‘historical/regional competition 

types,’ which were mainly a competition between the left and the social 

democratic and green parties. The new competitive relationships are 

called ‘changed competition types,’ adding the far-right to the previous 

competition. 

The rise and fall of left parties have appeared differently by 

region/country/small party movement family and these three dimensions 

need to be identified appropriately. This chapter discusses the 

methodology of statistics and explains different trends identified by 

appropriate statistics through the competitive relationship approach 

incorporating five explanatory elements. In other words, it attempts to 

comprehensively explain left parties’ divergent performances by the 

historically/regionally different competition types and changed 

competition types. It also analyzes important cases by type, identifies 

critical explanatory factors, and confirms the competitive relationship 

approach’s plausibility. 

While the preceding chapter is an abstract discussion of the 

explanatory frameworks and elements for the leftists’ divergent situations, 

this chapter is a concrete discussion applying the competitive relationship 

approach to the left parties’ divergent performances by 

region/country/party. 
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5-1. European left parties’ performances and trends 

 

How to identify and evaluate the European left’s divergent performance 

is a difficult question because subjectivity can affect collecting, 

classifying, and interpreting figures, although the figures used in statistics 

are objective. Therefore, it is vital to find a methodology for the 

appropriate collection, classification, and interpretation of the figures. 

Chiocchetti evaluates a party’s strength using four elements: election, 

parliament, government, and members; that is, votes, number of seats, 

level of government participation, and number of members. These four 

elements can be said to determine the strength of a political party. 

However, there is no objective basis for weighting the vote shares 

received by a party in the presidential, national, and local assembly 

elections at the proportions of 20%, 60%, and 20% respectively in order 

to measure the party strength (Chiocchetti 2017: 20–22, 166). 

A political party’s power/competitiveness refers to its influence on 

real politics and public opinion formation. Elections are another place for 

class struggle and a place to settle the outcome of class struggle. 

Therefore, the approval rate or vote share is most fundamental, but it can 

fluctuate overnight. Thus, although vote share may not be an absolute 

indicator of a party’s competitiveness, it is objective data for now, and 

the long-term trend in vote shares over 10 to 20 years can help identify 

the approximate magnitude of and changes in the competitiveness of a 

particular party. 

For this reason and the difficulty of using other indicators, this book 

examines the strength/competitiveness of each party by focusing mainly 

on the party’s vote share. It mainly uses the vote share in general elections, 

rather than those of the presidential and European Parliament elections, 

to determine each party’s strength. European Parliament elections show 

a lower participation rate than general elections and a high participation 

rate of highly educated and middle-class voters, who are more favorable 

to green parties. However, in France, presidential elections are more 

meaningful than general elections. 

 

As in <Table 4: National vote shares in selected years (1994-2015)> and 

<Figure 5: Electoral strength, Western Europe>, showing the trend of ‘W’ 

type (fall-rise-fall-rise), Chiocchetti, who sees the whole left as a party 

family, sums up the election performance of the left in specific years by  
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Table 4: National vote shares in selected years (%)  

  1989 1993 1999 2004 2007 2015 AVERAGE 

              1994-2015 

AGGREGATE 9.7 5.1 7.2 5.5 7.4 9.6 6.8 

AUSTRIA 0.7 0.5 0.5 0.6 1.1 1 0.7 

BELGIUM 2.1 0.7 0.9 0.5 1.4 3.8 1.3 

DENMARK 14.5 10 10.4 9 15.4 12.2 12.1 

FINLAND 13.6 10.3 11.8 11.2 9.6 7.5 10.3 

FRANCE 11.7 11 12.5 7.6 8 7.9 9.3 

GERMANY 0 2.5 5.1 4 8.8 8.7 7.2 

GREECE 11.3 7.7 15.5 11.5 13.9 45 16.6 

IRELAND 5.6 0.7 1.2 1.2 1.2 2.8 1.5 

ITALY 28.3 5.6 8.6 6.7 7.9 5.7 6.5 

LUXEMBOURG 4.4 4.4 3.3 2.8 2.8 6.6 3.7 

NETHERLANDS 0.6 0.6 3.6 6.4 16.6 9.7 7.7 

NORWAY 10.9 9 7.7 13.8 10.1 5.2 9.1 

PORTUGAL 15.4 11.2 12.5 10.7 15.3 21.5 13.8 

SPAIN 12.4 11.3 12.4 6.1 6.1 25.8 9.3 

SWEDEN 6.3 4.6 12.1 8.5 5.9 5.7 7.5 

SWITZERLAND 2.6 1.6 1.4 1.2 1.3 1.2 1.3 

UK 0.1 0.1 0.3 0.7 0.6 0.2 0.4 

Source: Chiocchetti, 2017: 66.  
 

Figure 5: Electoral strength, Western Europe 

Source: Chiocchetti, 2017: 209. 
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country and calculates it as 1989: 9.7%, 1993: 5.1%, 1999: 7.2%, 2004: 

5.5%, 2007: 7.4%, 2015: 9.6%. He identifies 1988-1993 as an overall 

decline, 1994-1999 as an overall increase, 2000-2007 as little progress, 

and 2008-2015 as a divergence between peripheral and core countries 

(Chiocchetti 2017: 66, 209–210). This trend clearly shows two peaks 

(1999 and 2015), the return and revival of the left following the anti-

neoliberal struggles in the late 1990s and the rapid growth following the 

anti-austerity struggles after the 2008 economic crisis. However, with 

<Table 4> alone, it is difficult to identify factors other than dissatisfaction 

with neoliberalism and each country’s contribution to the left’s growth. 

 

On the other hand, as in <Table 5> and <Table 6>, March and Keith 

calculate the performance of ‘the most relevant’ left parties (those 

obtaining at least 3 per cent of the vote and gaining parliamentary seats 

in at least one national election) in Europe with simple average values for 

each period, 1980-89: 12.1(11.2)%, 1990-99: 9.1(7.2)%, 2000-08: 

9.7(7.6)%, 2008-16: 10.8(9.4)% (EU average in parentheses, March and 

Keith 2016: 30, 40). This helps to reveal each party’s contribution rate. It 

shows that the left has continued to grow since the 1990s. However, the 

fact that there have been two peaks after a low point in the early 1990s 

following the collapse of the Soviet Union is not exposed. In Europe, 

there are countries with strong leftists and extremely weak leftists, so it 

is problematic to average countries with less than 1% support for the left 

and those with more than 10-20% support, like Chiocchetti does. On the 

other hand, comparing the performance by country/party, like March and 

Keith do, has the advantage of identifying which country’s party has 

contributed to growth and decline. 

Therefore, in order to identify the left parties’ performance trends and 

the factors affecting their rise and fall, it is necessary to compare the 

performance of each country’s party at seven points: the low point after 

the Soviet collapse (1991-1994), the peak reflecting the growth of the 

1990s (1995-1999) and after the 2000s, the low and high points before 

the economic crisis (2001-2008), changes during and after the economic 

crisis (2009-12, 2013-16), and recent performances (2017-February 

2020). Besides, considering that each country’s election schedules have 

been different, it is necessary to choose them according to the trend when 

there was more than one election during the specific period. In Greece, 

for example, there were three elections between 2009-15, and after the 

peak in 2015 Syriza’s vote share fell in 2019.  
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Table 5: The electoral performance of the most relevant RLPs, 1980–August 

2008§ 

Country/Party 

Averag

e Vote 

Average 

Vote 

Average 

Vote 

Average 

Vote 

Average 

Vote Post-1989 Post-1989 

 
1980-9 1990-9 2000-8 

1989-

2008 

1999-

2008 High Low 

EU-28 
       

Cyprus (AKEL) 30.1 31.7 32.9 2.8 1.2 34.7 (2001) 30.6 (1991) 

Czech Republic 

(KSČM) 
CP 12.1 15.7 n/a 3.6 18.5 (2002) 10.3 (1996) 

Denmark (EL) 8.7 (a) 2.5 2.7 –6.0 0.2 3.4 (2005) 1.7 (1990) 

Denmark (SF) 12.6 7.7 8.5 –4.1 0.8 13.0 (2007) 6.0 (2005) 

Finland (VAS) 13.5 (b) 10.7 9.4 –4.1 –1.3 11.2 (1995) 8.8 (2007) 

France (PCF) 12.4 9.6 4.6 –7.8 –5.0 9.9 (1997) 4.3 (2007) 

Germany (LP) CP 4 6.4 n/a 2.4 8.7 (2005) 2.4 (1990) 

Greece (KKE) 10.4 5.1 6.5 –3.9 1.4 8.2 (2007) 4.5 (1993) 

Greece (Syriza) (c) 6.8 6.1 3.8 –3 –2.3 10.3 (1990) 2.9 (1993) 

Greece (DIKKI) (d) n/a 4.4 2.2 n/a –2.2 4.4 (1996) 1.8 (2004) 

Ireland (Sinn Féin) 1 2.1 6.7 5.7 4.6 6.9 (2007) 1.6 (1992) 

Italy (PRC) 28.2 (e) 6.7 3.6 –24.6 –3.1 8.6 (1996) 3.1* (2008) 

Latvia (LSP) CP 5.6 (coalition) n/a n/a 5.6 (1995) 5.6 (1995) 

Luxembourg 

(LÉNK) 
5.3 (f) 3.3 2.6 –2.7 –0.6 3.3 (1999) 1.6 (1994) 

Netherlands (SP) 0.4 2.4 9.6 9.4 7.2 16.6 (2006) 1.3 (1994) 

Portugal (PCP) 15.6* 8.8* 7.3* –8.3 –1.4 9.0* (1999) 7.0* (2002) 

Portugal (BE) n/a 2.4 4.6 n/a 2.2 6.4 (2005) 2.4 (1999) 

Slovakia (KSS) CP 2.1 5.1 n/a 3 6.3 (2002) 0.8 (1992) 

Spain (PCE) 5.9* 9.2* 4.8* –1.1 –4.4 
9.2* 

(1993/6) 
3.8* (2008) 

Sweden (V) 5.6 7.6 7.2 1.6 –0.4 12.0 (1998) 4.5 (1991) 

Average EU-28 11.2 7.2 7.6 –3.6 0.4 
  

Non-EU countries 
       

Iceland (VG) 15.4 (g) 12.6 11.6 –3.8 –1.0 14.3 (2007) 8.8 (2003) 

Moldova (PCRM) CP 30.1 48.1 n/a 18.1 50.1 (2001) 30.1 (1998) 

Norway (SV) 6.8 7 10.7 3.9 3.7 12.5 (2001) 6.0 (1997) 

Russia (KPRF) CP 19.7 12.1 n/a –7.6 24.3 (1999) 11.6 (2007) 

San Marino (RCS) 26.6 (h) 3.4 6.1 –20.5 2.7 8.7* (2006) 3.3 (1998) 

Ukraine (KPU) CP 18.7 9.7 n/a –9 24.7 (1998) 3.7 (2006) 

Average non-EU 16.3 15.3 16.4 0.1 1.1 
  

Overall average  12.1 9.1 9.7 –2.4  0.6     

Key: §  For simplicity and clarity, the relevance threshold is defined as obtaining at least 

3 percent of the vote and gaining parliamentary seats in at least one national election; 

only parties still extant at end of this period are included; * signifies in coalition. 

Coalitions not led by RLP are excluded; CP signifies ruling Communist Party; (a) Four 

constituent parties later forming EL; (b) Finnish People’s Democratic League (SKDL; in 

1987 SKDL + Democratic Alternative); (c) until 2004 as Synaspismós; (d) Democratic 

Social Movement. Joined Syriza in 2007; (e) Italian Communist Party (PCI); (f) 

Communist Party of Luxembourg (KPL) until 1999; (g) People’s Alliance (AB) until 

1995; (h) Sammarinese Communist Party (PCS).  Source: www.parties-and-

elections.eu. (Retrieved from Luke March 2016: 30)  
 

 

http://www.parties-and-elections.eu/
http://www.parties-and-elections.eu/
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Table 6: European RLPs’ national electoral performance (September 2008–

February 2016) 

Country/Party 
Post-Crisis 

Performance 

Post-

Crisis 

Vote 

Change 

Percentage 

Vote 

Retained 

Post-Crisis 

EU Countries 
   

Belgium (Workers’ Party of Belgium) 2.8 (average 2010–2014) 2 350 

Cyprus (Progressive Party of Working 

People) 
32.7 (2011) 1.6 105.1 

Czech Republic (Communist Party of 

Bohemia and Moravia) 
13.1 (average 2010–13) 0.3 102.3 

Denmark (Red-Green Alliance) 7.3 (average 2011–15) 5.1 331.8 

Finland (Left Alliance) 7.6 (average 2011–15) –1.2 86.4 

France (Left Front) 6.9 (2012) 2.6 160.5 

Germany (Left Party) 10.3 (average 2009–13) 1.6 117.8 

Greece (Communist Party of Greece) 6.3 (average 2009–15) –1.9 76.9 

Greece (Syriza) 24.0 (average 2009–15) 19 480.4 

Ireland (Anti-Austerity Alliance – 

People Before Profit)* 
3.1 (average 2011–16) 2 281.8 

Ireland (Sinn Féin) 11.9 (average 2011–16) 5 172.4 

Italy (Left Ecology Freedom) 3.2 (2013) 0.1 103.2 

Luxembourg (The Left) 4.1 (average 2009–13) 2.2 215.8 

Netherlands (Socialist Party) 9.8 (average 2010–12) –6.8 59 

Portugal (Portuguese Communist Party) 8.0* (average 2009–15) 0.4 105.7 

Portugal (Left Bloc) 8.4 (average 2009–15) 2 131.3 

Slovenia (United Left)* 6.0* (2014) 6 n/a 

Spain (PCE/United Left)* 5.3* (average 2011–15) 1.5 139.5 

Spain (Podemos) 20.7 (2015) 20.7 n/a 

Sweden (Left Party) 5.7 (average 2010–14) –0.2 95.8 

UK (Respect) 0.1 (average 2010–15) –0.3 16.7 

Average EU Countries 9.4 2.9 164.9 

Non-EU Countries 
   

Iceland (Left-Green Movement) 16.3 (average 2009–13) 2 114 

Moldova (Party of Communists of 

Republic of Moldova) 
37.8 (average 2009–14) –8.2 82.2 

Moldova (Party of Socialists of Republic 

of Moldova) 
20.5 (2014) 15.5 410 

Norway (Socialist Left Party) 5.2 (average 2009–13) –3.6 59.1 

Russia (Communist Party of the Russian 

Federation) 
19.2 (2011) 7.6 165.5 

San Marino (United Left)* 8.9* (average 2008–12) 0.2 101.7 

Switzerland (Labour Party of 

Switzerland) 
0.6 (average 2011–15) –0.1 78.6 

Ukraine (Communist Party of Ukraine) 8.6 (average 2012–15) 3.2 159.3 

Average Non-EU Countries 14.6 2.1 146.3 

Average (excluding Syriza and 

Podemos) 
10 1.4 147 

Overall average 10.8 2.7 159.4 

Key: *Coalition. Calculations from www.parties-and-elections.eu.  Parliamentary 

parties only. Correct at 1 April 2016. (Retrieved from Luke March 2016: 40)  
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Table 7: European left parties’ votes by region (%) 

Country/Party  1980-9 
1990-
4(a) 

1995-9 2000-4 2005-8 
2009- 

12 
2013- 
16(b) 

2017- 
20.2 

b-a 

Denmark (RGA) RG 8.7 3.1 2.7 2.4 3.4 6.7 7.8 6.9 4.7 
Denmark (SF)* R/G 12.6 7.3 7.5 6.4         -7.3 
Finland (VAS) RG 13.5 11.2 10.9 9.9 8.8 8.1 7.1 8.2 -4.1 
Norway (SV) RG 6.8 7.9 6.0 12.5 8.8 6.2 4.1 6.0 -3.8 
Sweden (V) RG 5.6 6.2 12.0 8.4 5.9 5.6 5.7 8.0 -0.5 
Iceland (VG)* RG 15.4   9.1 8.8 14.3 21.7 10.9 16.9 10.9 

Northern 5 states  12.5 7.1 9.6 9.7 8.2 9.7 7.1 9.2 0.0 
except Iceland  11.8 8.9 9.8 9.9 6.7 6.7 6.2 7.3 -2.8 

Ireland (Sinn Féin) RC 1.4 1.6 2.5 6.5 6.9 9.9 13.8 24.5 12.2 
Ireland (SP+AAA-PBP)* R     0.7 0.8 1.1 1.0 3.9 2.6 3.9 
Germany (LP)* RL   4.4 5.1 4.0 8.7 11.9 8.6 9.2 4.2 
Austria (KPÖ +) RC 0.7 0.3 0.5 0.6 1.0 0.8 1.0 0.7 0.7 
Belgium (PvdA) RC 2.1 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.8 1.6 3.7 8.6 3.2 
Luxembourg (LÉNK)* RL     3.3 1.9 1.9 3.3 4.9 5.5 4.9 
Luxembourg (KPL)* S 5.3 1.6   0.9 0.9 1.4 1.6   0.0 
Switzerland (PdA) RC 0.9 1.2 1.0 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.6 1.0 -0.6 
Switzerland (SOL) R   0.3 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.3 0.5 PdA 0.2 

Central 6 states  1.7 1.7 2.4 2.7 3.7 5.1 6.4 8.7 4.8 
except Ireland  1.8 1.7 2.2 1.8 2.9 4.0 4.2 5.0 2.5 

France (PCF/ FdG) RC 12.4 9.2 9.9 4.8 4.3 6.9 6.9 2.7 -2.3 
Italy (Left Ecology Freedom, SI) RL           3.1 3.2 3.4 3.2 
Italy (PRC) RC 28.2 6.0 8.6 5.0 5.8 SA RC     
Italy (PDCI) RL       1.7 2.3 SA RC     
Italy (VERDI (GS)) RL   2.7 2.5 2.2 2.1 SA RC     
Portugal (BE) RL   1.2 2.4 2.8 6.4 9.8 10.2 9.5 9.0 
Portugal (PCP) S 15.6 8.6 9.0 7.0 7.6 7.9 8.3 6.3 -0.3 
Spain (PCE/IU) RC 5.9 9.6 10.5 5.0 3.8 6.9 3.7 UP -5.9 
Spain (Podemos)/UP LP             20.7 12.8 20.7 
Greece (KKE) S 10.4 4.5 5.6 5.9 8.2 4.5 5.5 5.3 1.0 
Greece (Synaspismos/Syriza)* RL   2.9 5.1 3.2 5.0 26.9 36.3 31.5 33.4 
Cyprus (AKEL) RC 30.1 30.6 33.0 34.7 31.1 32.7 25.7   -4.9 

Southern 6 states  17.1 12.5 14.4 12.1 12.8 16.5 20.1 11.9 7.5 
except Cyprus  14.5 8.9 10.7 7.5 9.1 13.2 19.0 14.3 9.0 

Western 17 states average  10.3 7.1 8.8 8.1 8.2 10.5 11.5 10.0 4.3 

Czech Republic (KSČM) SC CP 13.2 11.1 18.5 12.8 11.3 14.9 7.8 1.7 
Moldova (PCRM) SC CP   30.1 50.1 46.0 39.3 17.5 3.8 17.5 
Russia (KPRF) SC CP 12.4 24.3 12.6 11.6 19.2 13.3   0.9 
Slovakia (KSS) SC CP 0.8 2.8 6.3 3.9 0.7 0.6   -0.1 
Ukraine (KPU) SC CP 13.6 25.4 20.8 5.4       -13.6 
Slovenia (ZL, LEVICA)* RL             6.0 9.3 6.0 

Eastern 6 states average   10.0 18.7 21.7 15.9 17.6 10.5 7.0 0.5 

RG: red-green, RC: reform communist, RL: radical left, S: Stalinist, R: revolutionary left, SC: successor party, LP: left-

populist. During the same period, figures were selected according to the trend. If not elections during a period, the previous 

ones were supplemented. 1995’s figures were sometimes those of 1990-04. Denmark (SF) converted into the green in 

2004. Iceland (VG) departed from the People’s Alliance in 1999. The pre-crisis figures for Germany (LP) are those of 

2005 and 2009. Luxembourg had no elections in 2005-08, so the previous election results are inserted. Greece is the figures 

of 2004, 2007, and Jan. 2015 after the formation of Syriza. Portugal (BE)’s 1990-4 figure is the PSR+UDP’s in 1995. 

Figures from 1980-9 are quoted from March and Keith (2016: 30). Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 
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Table 8: European left parties’ votes by small party movement family (%) 

Country/Party 
1980-

9 

1990-4 

(a) 

1995-

9 

2000-

4 

2005-

8 

2009- 

12 

2013- 

16 (b) 

2017- 

2020.2 
b-a 

Ireland (SP+AAA-PBP)     0.7 0.8 1.1 1.0 3.9 2.6 3.9 
Switzerland (SOL)   0.3 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.3 0.5 PdA 0.2 
revolutionary left   0.2 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.7 2.2 1.3 2.1 
Luxembourg (KPL) 5.3 1.6   0.9 0.9 1.4 1.6   0.0 
Portugal (PCP) 15.6 8.6 9.0 7.0 7.6 7.9 8.3 6.3 -0.3 
Greece (KKE) 10.4 4.5 5.6 5.9 8.2 4.5 5.5 5.3 1.0 
Stalinist 10.4 4.9 4.9 4.6 5.6 4.6 5.1 3.9 0.2 
Ireland (Sinn Féin) 1.4 1.6 2.5 6.5 6.9 9.9 13.8 24.5 12.2 
Austria (KPÖ +) 0.7 0.3 0.5 0.6 1.0 0.8 1.0 0.7 0.7 
Switzerland (PdA) 0.9 1.2 1.0 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.6 1.0 -0.6 
France (PCF/ FdG) 12.4 9.2 9.9 4.8 4.3 6.9 6.9 2.7 -2.3 
Italy (PRC) 28.2 6.0 8.6 5.0 5.8 SA RC     
Spain (PCE/IU) 5.9 9.6 10.5 5.0 3.8 6.9 3.7 UP -5.9 
Cyprus (AKEL) 30.1 30.6 33.0 34.7 31.1 32.7 25.7   -4.9 
reform communist 11.4 8.4 9.4 8.2 7.7 8.2 7.4 4.1 -1.0 

Denmark (RGA) 8.7 3.1 2.7 2.4 3.4 6.7 7.8 6.9 4.7 

Finland (VAS) 13.5 11.2 10.9 9.9 8.8 8.1 7.1 8.2 -4.1 

Norway (SV) 6.8 7.9 6.0 12.5 8.8 6.2 4.1 6.0 -3.8 

Sweden (V) 5.6 6.2 12.0 8.4 5.9 5.6 5.7 8.0 -0.5 

Iceland (VG)* 15.4   9.1 8.8 14.3 21.7 10.9 16.9 10.9 

red-green 10.0 5.7 8.1 8.4 8.2 9.7 7.1 9.2 1.4 

Belgium (PvdA)   4.4 5.1 4.0 8.7 11.9 8.6 9.2 4.2 

Germany (LP)*     3.3 1.9 1.9 3.3 4.9 5.5 4.9 

Luxembourg (LÉ NK) 2.1 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.8 1.6 3.7 8.6 3.2 

Italy (Left Ecology 
Freedom, SI)           3.1 3.2 3.4 3.2 

Italy (PDCI)       1.7 2.3 SA RC     

Italy (VERDI (GS))   2.7 2.5 2.2 2.1 SA RC     

Portugal (BE)   1.2 2.4 2.8 6.4 9.8 10.2 9.5 9.0 

Greece 
(Synaspismos/Syriza)   2.9 5.1 3.2 5.0 26.9 36.3 31.5 33.4 

Slovenia (ZL, LEVICA)             6.0 9.3 6.0 

radical left   1.7 2.7 2.3 3.9 8.1 10.4 11.0 8.7 

Spain (Podemos)/UP             20.7 12.8 20.7 

left-populist             20.7 12.8 20.7 

Czech Republic (KSČM) CP 13.2 11.1 18.5 12.8 11.3 14.9 7.8 1.7 

Moldova (PCRM) CP   30.1 50.1 46.0 39.3 17.5 3.8 17.5 

Russia (KPRF) CP 12.4 24.3 12.6 11.6 19.2 13.3   0.9 

Slovakia (KSS) CP 0.8 2.8 6.3 3.9 0.7 0.6   -0.1 

Ukraine (KPU) CP 13.6 25.4 20.8 5.4       -13.6 

successor party    10.0 18.7 21.7 15.9 17.6 11.6 5.8 1.6 

Source: Table constructed on the same statistical basis as Table7. 
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Therefore, if averaging the three elections the trend will be distorted, as 

if Syriza had continued to rise. Besides, Northern Europe, where red-

green parties have showed relatively good electoral performances, 

Southern Europe, where communist parties and RLPs compete, and 

Central Europe, where leftists are weak except in Germany, need to be 

distinguished from each other. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze left 

parties’ performances by region and small party movement family. 

However, perfect statistics are impossible because subjectivity can/must 

intervene in classifying and constructing statistics. 
 

<Table 7> presents the “European left parties’ votes by region” based on 

the above methodology. While the 17 countries in Western Europe 

targeted by Chiocchetti exclude sovereign dominions and city-states, the 

16 countries covered in this book include Iceland and exclude the UK 

and the Netherlands, which have virtually no election results for the left. 

Furthermore, although France belongs to Central Europe, it is classified 

as Southern Europe because of its historical background. 

In <Table 7>, the overall trend in Western Europe is the same as the 

‘W’-type trend in <Table 4> and <Figure 5>. As in the 2013-16 results, 

the left is strong in Southern Europe (20.1%) despite poor performances 

in France and Italy, while Central Europe (6.4%) is weaker than Northern 

Europe (7.1%), despite contributions from Ireland and Germany. 

Considering the remarkable growth after the economic crisis of Southern 

European countries, Ireland and Iceland, it can be said that periphery 

countries with considerable dissatisfaction with neoliberalism and 

suffering from the economic crisis, have contributed more to the left’s 

growth, as Chiocchetti argues. However, as seen in Southern Europe, 

where leftists are divided, the left parties’ contributions vary significantly 

by small party movement family. 

<Table 8> reclassifies the results of <Table 7> by small party 

movement family. Comparing   2013-16 performances to 1990-4 

performances in <Table 8> shows: the RLP has contributed the most to 

the growth of the left (+8.7%); although the red-green party has 

contributed to the weight of the left, the left of the three Scandinavian 

countries peaked in the late 1990s and early 2000s and has declined 

continuously since then (+1.4%); the reform communist party, including 

the left-wing republican Sinn Féin of Ireland and the national communist 

AKEL of Cyprus, have performed very poorly (-1.0%); the Greek 

Stalinist KKE and the Portuguese communist PCP have been at a 

standstill (+0.2%) and have been overtaken by the radical left Syriza and 

Left Bloc driving growth in the two countries; some Eastern European 
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communist successor parties, which drew support from people’s 

dissatisfaction with the regime change in the 1990s, have recently shrunk 

sharply, and RLPs are growing in very few countries; Irish AAA-PBP (S-

PBP), an electoral coalition of revolutionary leftists, is an exceptional 

case influenced by strong anti-austerity struggles, such as the opposition 

to water charges, and the generous transferable voting system. The 

success of the Spanish left-populist Podemos is an exceptional case that 

is still difficult to generalize from. 

In summary, the left parties’ performance has been improved mainly 

by some RLPs in Southern and Central Europe and some red-green 

parties in Northern Europe. This is objectively identifiable in statistics, 

but another explanation is needed for why the left’s growth differs by 

region and small party movement family. So, we have to start from 

different historical backgrounds by region. In other words, understanding 

the different performances within and outside of the left by region is 

necessary to analyze the regional competitive structures/types that are 

distinguished before and after the Soviet bloc’s collapse. This chapter 

aims to find key explanatory factors that have resulted in the differences 

between the historical/regional competition types and between the 

changed competition types. Through this process, the plausibility of the 

competitive relationship approach incorporating the five explanatory 

elements will be examined. 

 

5-2. Historical/regional competition types 

 

Gøsta Esping-Anderson classifies the welfare state regimes into ‘liberal’ 

welfare states in Anglo-Saxon countries, ‘corporatist’ welfare states in 

the continent, and social democratic states in Northern Europe, and 

characterizes each of them as residual welfare, selective welfare, and 

universal welfare. He argues that behind these differences, the differences 

in class alliance or class structure formed by the working class with the 

middle class, the peasant class and, later, the new middle class, were 

decisive (Esping-Anderson 1990: 26–32). 

Likewise, the political landscape (the competitive relationship 

between political forces, or within and outside the left) of Europe shows 

similar patterns by region with backgrounds based on relatively 

homogeneous historical experiences or class landscapes. After World 

War II, the political landscape of Western Europe was dominated by a 

bipolar or two-block system of the right or center-right versus the center-
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left in which those parties alternately took power. Here, green parties, 

which appeared in the 1970s, became significant participants from the 

1980s, and far-rights, which appeared mainly after the 1990s, have shown 

remarkable growth since the 2000s. Undoubtedly, the post-Fordist 

society and welfare state were in the background of the green party 

growth, and neoliberalism and economic crisis were in the background 

of the growth of the far-right and the left (Richardson and Rootes 1995; 

Langenbacher and Schellenberg 2011; Hudson 2012). 

In Europe, with social democratic parties continuing to decline, green 

parties are strong in Central Europe, and far-rights are strong in Central, 

Northern and some Eastern European countries. Among leftists, RLPs are 

the most successful in Southern Europe, and red-green parties maintain 

their power as sub-partners of social democratic parties in Northern 

Europe. In contrast, in Eastern Europe, some communist successor 

parties gained public support while most leftists are extremely weak. 

Thus, specific types of parties, that is, small families of specific party 

movements, had grown in certain regions but not in other regions. This 

means that competition structures are different by region. 

 

Historical/regional competition types in Northern/Central/Southern 

Europe 

The electoral performance of the European left parties show differences 

by region, which implies that competition structures are different by 

region. In Western Europe, the most critical factor influencing the 

competitive structure after the war was the ‘working class’s support type’ 

formed in different historical backgrounds and institutions. The working 

class’s different support types are related to each parties’ hegemony 

within the working class. 

In the West since 1923, communist parties have never had majority 

support of the working class or trade unions compared to social 

democratic parties. This is the same as in the post-WWII period. However, 

in Southern Europe, due to anti-fascist and anti-dictatorship struggles that 

had continued until the 1970s, communist parties temporarily held higher 

prestige than social democrats in some countries, such as Greece, Italy, 

France, Spain, Portugal, and Cyprus. That is why communist parties have 

survived in those countries. The same is true of Ireland’s Sinn Féin, which 

had led an armed independence struggle. In Central Europe, excluding 

Germany, immediately after World War II, communist parties had 

prestige from the anti-fascist struggle. However, they were marginalized 
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under the influence of the Cold War and competition with social 

democrats. The fall of the Italian left came after the Communist Party 

(PCI) turned into a social-democratic force in 1991, and the support of 

the trade unions shifted. 

It is important to note: in Northern Europe, social democratic parties 

monopolized the unions’ support; in Central Europe, the center-right (the 

Christian democratic and Christian socialist parties) and the center-left 

(social democratic parties) shared support from the working class; in 

Southern Europe, social democratic parties and communist parties 

competed for the trade unions’ support. As well, in Northern and Central 

Europe, there was a confrontation structure between the right and center 

or center-right versus the social democrats. In both regions, communist 

parties were extremely weak and had little support from the unions 

(Sassoon 2010). On the other hand, in Southern Europe, dominated by 

the right and center-right, social democratic parties (the Socialist Workers 

Party (PSOE) in Spain and the Panhellenic Socialist Movement (PASOK) 

in Greece) were fostered to confront communist parties (Hudson 2012). 

Social democratic parties competed with communist parties for the 

unions’ support. Such a difference in the confrontation structure of the 

whole forces and support type of the working class/union made the 

difference in the competitive structure between the postwar period and 

the pre-1990s. 

The prolonged boom of Western capitalism in the 1950s and 1960s, 

and the consolidation of post-industrial society and the welfare state, 

reduced the proportion of industrial workers, which were the traditional 

support base of the communist party. This led to an increase in public 

sector and service industry workers. As many workers had become more 

educated and incorporated into the middle class, communist parties’ vote 

shares continued to decline (Sassoon 2010; Chiocchetti 2017: 172–174. 

See <Table 2: Changes in the French Left Supporters> in Section 3-4).  

After the ’68 Revolution, communist parties had been divided into (1) 

the dogmatic communist party (Stalinist party), which could not escape 

the classic support base and doctrine of the past, (2) the institutionalized 

reform communist party, including Eurocommunist, which condemned 

the political oppression by the Soviet regime and advocated public 

welfare and job security in the reality of bourgeois democracy (multi-

party democracy), and (3) the red-green party, which abolished 

‘communist’ in its name and accepted/combined with the New Left 

agenda. Moreover, revolutionary leftists based on Trotskyism and 
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Maoism, which criticized Stalinism, emerged. They were mainly based 

on student movements and intellectuals. 

 

Table 9: Electoral results of green parties in European elections (%) 

  1979 1984 1989 1994 1999 2004 2009 2014 

Austria    6.8 9.3 12.9 9.7 14.5 

Belgium 3.4 8.2 13.9 11.6 16 8.7 13.5 11 

Germany      0.5  0.9 

Ireland        9.4 

Luxembourg      0.9 1.5 * 

Netherlands      3.2 2.1 3.8 

United 

Kingdom 
4.7 9.2 9.1 8.6 7.1 8 15.9 10.9 

Bulgaria      2.7 2.7 0.3 

Croatia    7.6 13.4 10.4 12.4 9.3 

Czech Republic 4.4 3.4 10.6 2.9 9.7 7.7 17.3 8.9 

Estonia 3.2 8.1 8.4 10.1 6.4 11.9 12.1 10.7 

Hungary      0.7 3.5 0.9 

Latvia      5.3 5.3 5 

Lithuania  0.5 3.7 7.9 6.7 4.3 1.9 4.9 

Malta   3.8 3.2 1.7 2.5  0.9 

Poland      4.3 3.8 8.3 

Romania        3.6 

Slovakia  6.1 10.5 10.9 10.7 15 16.8 15 

Slovenia      9.3 2.3 2.9 

Denmark  5.6 7 6.1 11.8 7.4 9.1 7.2 

Finland      0.3  0.3 

Sweden         

France      0.4  0.3 

Cyprus       2.1 0.5 

Greece*      2.3 1.9 0.8 

Italy                 

Portugal    18.2 9.5 6 11 15.3 

Spain 0.1 0.5 14.4 3.1 6.4 6.1 8.3 8.3 

* The Green Party has made an alliance with the Social Democrats (EDEK). 

Source: Emilie van Haute 2016: 252. 

 

As shown in < Table 9: Electoral results of green parties in European 

elections>, in the 1994 elections after the collapse of the Eastern bloc, 

green parties had little power in Southern and Eastern Europe. They were 
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only strong in most Central European countries, and in Denmark and 

Sweden in Northern Europe. However, Sweden’s figures are inflated due 

to the European Parliament elections’ peculiarity. Sweden’s 1994 and 

1998 general elections won 6.2% and 12% for the Left Party (V), and 5% 

and 4.5% for the Green Party, as shown in < Table 16: Vote shares in 

Swedish general elections >. The Denmark figures are the votes for the 

Socialist People’s Party (SF), which joined the green family in 2004. In 

summary, in the 1990s green parties were stronger than the left only in 

Central Europe. 

In other words, in Central Europe in the 1990s, the left was far weaker 

than the social democratic and green parties. In contrast, in Northern 

Europe, the left outpaced the green party. That was achieved when the 

left, combined with the social movement, preempted or actively accepted 

the New Left agenda wherein the trade union movement was dominated 

by social democratic parties (Seierstad 2012). 

Thus, in Northern and Central Europe, social democratic parties were 

strong, and leftists had no base. Then why did red-green parties grow in 

Northern Europe and green parties grow in Central Europe? Northern 

Europe was under a bloc-to-bloc confrontation structure, the right, center, 

and center-right versus the social democrats monopolizing the unions’ 

support in the Scandinavian five-party system based on a universal 

welfare state and multi-party system with proportional representation 

(Steiner 2012). Therefore, values of the left were embraced and leftists 

were not suppressed/excluded. However, in Central Europe, during the 

Cold War, social democrats had failed to monopolize the support of 

organized labor and ruled out leftists. So, leftists had no base for survival 

and no prospects. In other words, leftists in Northern and Central Europe 

combined with social movements because they had no support from 

organized labor. However, leftists in Northern Europe, who were not 

explicitly repressed, rejected Stalinism and could maintain the left’s 

identity and accept the New Left agenda. 

On the other hand, leftists of Central Europe followed the green 

party’s path because there was no prospect to construct movements based 

on class under the influence of the Cold War (see Richardson and Rootes 

(1995)). The influence of the ’68 Revolution, which gave rise to the New 

Left agenda and movement, was strong in Central Europe, such as in 

France and Germany. However, it did not erupt as a significant social 

conflict in Northern Europe. The strength of the green party, the ’68 

Revolution, and the New Left movement are interlinked. The new middle 

class, responding to the New Left agenda, had grown in both Northern 
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and Central Europe, so other factors are needed to explain why the 

movement was mainly strong in Central Europe. These are that Northern 

Europe, which had a universal welfare system, was less authoritarian and 

more inclusive than Central Europe, and social democratic parties did not 

exclude the left in their confrontation with the right under the two-block 

system. 

The New Left/New Politics issues, such as gender equality, 

environmentalism, participatory democracy, and minority rights, are not 

socio-economic conflicts but socio-cultural and non-class conflicts 

(Gomez et al. 2016). For this reason, in Eastern Europe, where the 

tradition of democracy, civil society, and civic movements had been weak 

and a severe regime change was imposed, and in Southern Europe, where 

democratization was achieved in the 1970s and the welfare state was 

promoted in 1980s, when neoliberalism was actively promoted it was 

difficult for the green party to succeed because of the strong influence of 

the right and socio-economic conflicts (Richardson 1995). The green 

party’s support base is the new middle class and it prioritizes 

individualistic values that are the product of post-Fordist society. 

However, the green party movement can succeed when socio-economic 

conflicts are resolved to some extent and socio-cultural conflicts prevail. 

So, even in a post-Fordist society, the green party’s growth is closely 

related to the consolidation of the welfare state. When the neoliberal 

attack and the suffering resulting from economic crisis and austerity were 

intensified, it was natural that socio-economic conflict or class conflict 

took precedence over socio-cultural conflict. 

With the above in mind, if we look at the competitive relationship 

within and outside the left by region again, in Northern Europe, the social 

democratic party, which monopolized the support of the unions before 

World War II, was strong, while the communist party was weak, and the 

main power confrontation was between the pan-rights and social 

democrats. In this class landscape, the universalist welfare state was able 

to embrace the peasants and the new middle class (Esping-Anderson 

1990), and the neoliberal attack was weak. In a situation where 

inclusiveness was more dominant than conflict among classes, the leftists 

to the left of social democracy, which had no base in the working class, 

had actively engaged with social movements, such as campaigns against 

NATO, missile bases, and nuclear power plants. Their support base was 

civil society, that is, the new middle class (Frankland 1995). The social 

democratic party pursued an electoral alliance with the left in order to 

confront a strong right-wing bloc, as in the Finnish Communist Party’s 



Historical/Regional Competition Types and Changed Competition Types 113 

 

participation in the alliance with the social democrats in the 1990s. In 

other words, unlike Central Europe, the left was not excluded or 

oppressed. 

For this reason, in most Northern European countries, left parties 

have preserved their power as a minor partner of, rather than an 

alternative to, social democratic parties. The left, combined with social 

movements, developed a red-green alliance that fully accepted the New 

Left agenda, a non-class agenda. In other words, by actively accepting or 

preempting the New Left agenda, the independent appearance of the 

green party was suppressed (Seierstad 2012). That is why the left 

outpaced the greens in Northern Europe. As the left and social 

movements were combined, they followed the path from an electoral 

alliance to an umbrella party to a unitary party. Cases of this include the 

Socialist Left Party of Norway (SV), the Left Party of Sweden (V), the 

Left Alliance of Finland (VAS), and the Red-Green Alliance of Denmark 

(RGA). The Danish Socialist People’s Party (SF) started with Maoist 

roots but was a sectarian movement that focused on local and grassroots 

movements rather than the class movement, did not give up democratic 

centralism, and joined the green party group of the European Parliament 

in 2004. 

In Central Europe, including West Germany before the reunification, 

the right or center-right (Christian democratic party and Christian 

socialist party) and the center-left (social democratic party) had 

dominated the political landscape. The support of the working class had 

been divided into center-right and center-left. Centrist politics, combined 

with a strong corporatist tradition, completed the corporatist and 

selectivist welfare state (Esping-Anderson 1990). With relatively low 

social conflict, the social democratic parties’ policy of excluding 

communist parties and the Cold War’s influence had destroyed the left 

side of the social democratic party (Sassoon 2010).  

Like Northern European leftists, Central European leftists also had 

no support from the working class, so they adopted the New Left agenda 

while leading the new social movement. The difference between 

Northern and Central Europe is that in Northern Europe the left was 

embraced, but in Central Europe it was suppressed/excluded, and it was 

difficult to find hope for building class movements. While every country 

in Europe has a green party, this is the background against which green 

parties grew into meaningful forces early mainly in Central European 

countries. The green party, going through the conflict between the Realos 

(realist) and Fundis (fundamentalist), had transformed into a center party 
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because it was difficult to construct class movements and greens had to 

compete with center parties (social democratic, Christian democratic, and 

Christian socialist parties) whose support strata overlapped with theirs. 

Moreover, constant incorporation into establishment politics, such as in 

alliances with social democratic parties, has weakened the greens’ initial 

transformative character. The left was weak because the unions were 

under the influence of the center-right and center-left. As well, aspects of 

the Cold War, such as the illegalization of the West German Communist 

Party, and the consolidation of the welfare state played a significant role. 

Leftists of other Central European countries are far weaker than the social 

democrats and the greens. In other words, there would be no success of 

the German Left Party (Die Linke) if not for the political assets of the 

PDS in East Germany, so the success of the Left Party is rather 

exceptional in Central Europe. 

In Southern Europe, communist parties’ influence was strong due to 

the anti-fascist and anti-dictatorship struggle. It is no accident that 

countries in which communist parties have maintained their power in 

Europe, except Eastern Europe, are Portugal, Spain, France, Greece, 

Cyprus, and Italy before the Italian Communist Party (PCI) transformed 

into a social democratic party. The anti-communist regimes during the 

Cold War had suppressed communist parties, so the right-wing, 

supported by conservatives such as Catholics, was inevitably strong. 

After the democratization and overthrowing of the authoritarian right 

regimes in the mid-1970s, the post-war bipolar regime between the right 

and communist party transformed into a confrontation between the right 

or center-right embracing the right versus the center-left, and communist 

parties were suppressed. More precisely, social democratic parties, 

originally a weak center-left, had been fostered to confront communist 

parties (Hudson 2012: 12). These countries’ powers, which still have an 

authoritarian remnant, have a confrontational/oppressive aspect rather 

than being tolerant towards social conflicts, regardless of the level of 

welfare system. It is against this background that, despite being the same 

corporatist welfare state, social conflicts are more frequent in France and 

Spain, unlike Germany. Some say that because of the strong presidential 

system, social conflicts in France have more often exploded rather than 

converged into the system (Vibe 2011).  

In these countries where socio-economic conflicts were dominant, it 

was difficult for green parties based on socio-cultural conflict to become 

independent powers. So, they often joined the communist party-led 

electoral alliances, such as the Unified Left (IU) in Spain, the Left Front 
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(FdG) in France, and the Democratic Unitarian Coalition (CDU) in 

Portugal. In particular, non-communist leftists in Southern Europe, 

competing with strong communist parties supported by the trade unions, 

had their roots in the social movements or joined/aligned with the New 

Left forces, as seen in Greece’s Syriza and the Portuguese Left Bloc. 

Therefore, there are few cases of the independent green party succeeding. 

In this respect, France, which has a strong environmental movement, 

is exceptional. In Greece, Portugal, and Spain, non-communist leftists 

with little or no mass base have promoted unity with social movements. 

In contrast, in France, the reform communist party and the revolutionary 

leftists (Revolutionary Communist League/LCR, Workers’ Struggle/LO) 

competed to gain the support of the working class rather than the New 

Left movement. Of course, in Britain and France, the electoral system, 

which is extremely unfavorable to small parties, has also contributed to 

the fact that the greens have focused on social movements rather than 

entering parliament (Richardson and Rootes 1995). In this respect, 

France has both Central Europe’s characteristics, where the welfare state 

was established, and non-inclusive Southern Europe’s characteristics. 

For this reason, the green party and non-communist leftists coexist. 

However, England has strongly suppressed small parties like the 

green party with a simple majority voting system. In Ireland, whose 

political landscape has been different from other countries due to ethnic 

disputes, Sinn Féin, which had struggled for independence based on left-

wing republicanism, entered parliamentary politics and easily outpaced 

the less powerful Green Party. This is similar to Southern Europe, where 

communist parties have substantial support bases. 

 

Historical/regional competition type in Eastern Europe (former 

communist bloc) 

The collapse of the Soviet bloc in 1989-91 was predicted to be ‘the end 

of history,’ but the ‘left’s return’ from the mid-1990s also occurred in 

Eastern Europe. Communist successor parties became the ruling party in 

Moldova and the first opposition party in the Czech Republic and Russia, 

and sometimes won seats through electoral coalitions with social 

democrats in Bulgaria, Romania, and Latvia. The growth of non-Stalinist 

radical/plural leftists, such as Slovenia’s Unified Left/Left (ZL/L), 

Poland’s Lewica Razem/Left Together, and Croatia’s Workers Front, is a 

very recent phenomenon after the Great Recession (March 2011; Hudson 

2000, 2012; Holubec 2016). 
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How can this phenomenon be explained? Why did leftists grow in 

some countries and not in others? As already discussed, March and 

Keith’s (2016) argument that the economic recession and populism 

significantly influenced the left party’s growth is meaningless. Apart 

from them, there are other explanations presented by Herbert Kitschelt et 

al. (1999), who emphasizes communist legacy; Stanislav Holubec (2016), 

who emphasizes negative memories of communism; and Kate Hudson 

(2012), who emphasizes the neoliberal attack following the regime 

change, or socio-economic factors. 

  

Herbert Kitschelt, Zdenka Mansfeldova, Radoslaw Markowski, and 

Gabor Toka (1999) analyze the post-Soviet party system. According to 

the type of communist legacy or the ex-communist party’s relationship 

with its people, they identify three ideal-typical legacies: national-

accommodative, patrimonial, and bureaucratic-authoritarian 

communisms. In Poland, Hungary, Slovenia, Croatia, and the Baltic 

states, communism was imposed forcibly. Communist parties with weak 

domestic legitimacy and incomplete domination of civil society sought 

to rule by adaptation rather than repression. Due to their lack of 

legitimacy, national-accommodative parties had strong reformist cadres 

who dominated party transformation and quickly renounced Leninism. 

Because of the less repressive nature of the ex-communist regime, these 

successor parties faced strong electoral opposition from the outset, 

incentivizing them further in a post-Leninist direction. In the Czech 

Republic and East Germany, with democratic traditions, developed 

industries, and other leftist movements before World War II, the regimes 

had developed centralized and authoritarian bureaucracies deeply 

implanted in working-class constituencies. They faced resilient, 

democratic opponents, resulting in highly repressive and conservative 

party-states. In the face of widespread opposition, bureaucratic-

authoritarian successor parties tended to remain conservative and 

marginal in the post-Communist era. In most of the FSU, Serbia, 

Romania, and Bulgaria, where communism had arisen in historically 

underdeveloped agricultural countries with weak democratic traditions, 

the regimes adopted traditionally hierarchical social structures and 

developed patronage networks. With greater domestic legitimacy than 

national-accommodative communists, but weaker opposition than the 

bureaucratic-authoritarians, the successor parties only partially 

liberalized and only partially discarded Leninism, and developed in 

nationalist directions, which appealed to a strong and useful past 
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memory/legacy and preserved closed Soviet-era elite networks (Kitschelt 

et al. 1999, Re-quoted from March 2011: 73–75). 

This classification by Kischelt et al. might help explain the situation 

immediately after the transition. However, it is not suitable for explaining 

the situation that has progressed since then. In particular, in the countries 

mentioned as national-accommodative, the left has been almost 

annihilated. In Romania and Bulgaria, as patrimonial, the successor 

parties hardly won any parliamentary seats unless in an electoral alliance 

with social democratic parties. In the Czech Republic, Moldova, and 

Russia, where other leftists had been marginalized due to the 

bureaucratic-authoritarian regime, the successor communists took power 

or became the first opposition party. They are all politically conservative. 

Therefore, although historical backgrounds must be considered in 

explaining the left’s return, it is difficult to apply the type of communist 

legacy directly. 

  

Stanislav Holubec presents six factors obstructing the left in Eastern 

Europe: (1) weakness of democratic institutions; (2) lasting appeal of 

neoliberalism; (3) negative memory of communism; (4) lack of 

experience with right-wing dictatorships; (5) Russophobia; (6) relatively 

weak impact of the post-2008 economic crisis (Holubec 2016). In other 

words, explaining the stagnation of the left in Eastern European countries 

that joined the EU, he underlines the negative memories of the 

communist regime while downplaying the suffering in the population that 

resulted from regime change, neoliberal attack, and the impact of the 

Great Recession after 2008 (Holubec 2016). Such explanation could 

explain the survival of the Bulgarian and Latvian communist parties, 

which were allowed to ally with social democratic parties because of their 

limited anti-communism. However, it cannot explain why or how the 

Moldovan, Czech Republic, and Russian communist parties became the 

ruling or main opposition parties. 

 

Kate Hudson (2012) explains the support for the Russian Communist 

Party (CPRF), the success of social-democratic successor parties in 

Poland, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria, and the growth of the 

communist successor party (CPBM) in the Czech Republic, all as a result 

of the suffering caused by the introduction of the market. She classifies 

the successor parties of the former ruling communist parties into three 

categories: (1) social democratic successor parties of Poland (SDRP) and 

Hungary (HSP) and the reconstructed social democratic party of the 
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Czech Republic, which emphasize anti-communism and a pro-market 

line; (2) communist successor parties of the Czech Republic (CPBM) and 

East Germany (PDS), which maintain their anti-capitalist position; (3) 

ruling successor parties in Bulgaria and Romania. Although accepting 

social democracy, these parties initially opposed the full introduction of 

the free market and retained important state-run parts of the economy 

without strong opposition. The social democratic successor parties of 

Romania (SDPR) and Bulgaria (BSP) had resisted the rapid transition to 

capitalism, but under intense pressure from Western financial institutions 

in the mid-1990s, initiated a liberal economic policy, which significantly 

reduced the popularity of these parties and power shifted to a liberal 

coalition. Until the end of the 1990s, the ruling successor parties in 

Eastern Europe, except for the Czech Republic and East Germany, had 

embraced social democracy and the Third Way, alternating between the 

ruling and opposition parties. The PDS and CPBM were the only 

significant successor parties to maintain a leftist orientation in the 

elections of the 1990s (Hudson 2012: 19–28). 

Hudson describes the return of the former communist forces after the 

mid-1990s as a popular choice following the suffering caused by regime 

change and neoliberal attacks. Although the level of suffering caused by 

regime change or the introduction of neoliberalism varied from country 

to country, Hudson’s explanation is insufficient to explain why the left 

has not grown in countries with immense suffering, such as the former 

Yugoslavia. 

 

Former communist parties’ ruling styles (Kitschelt et al. 1990), negative 

memories of former communist rule (Holubec 2016), and the suffering 

resulting from regime change and neoliberalism (Hudson 2012) must all 

be factors influencing popular choice. The point is to find factors that 

explain why the left has returned only in particular countries. 

Except for countries that have converted to authoritarian rule, such as 

Russia and Belarus, most of the former communist bloc countries have a 

multi-party democracy based on proportional representation, and 

parliamentary entry barriers are high except for Croatia and Slovenia. 

According to historical/geographical experience, they are subdivided into 

(1) old countries such as Russia, Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic, 

Romania, and Bulgaria, (2) independent countries that have withdrawn 

from the Soviet Union, such as Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, 

Ukraine, and Moldova, and (3) new-born countries such as Croatia and 

Slovenia, born after the collapse of Yugoslavia. 
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However, these backgrounds do not show any significant relationship 

with the growth of the left. As seen in the Ukraine, countries that have 

withdrawn from the Soviet Union have ethnic problems, such as Russian 

minorities, which affect the competitiveness of the right, ethnic left, or 

pro-Soviet parties. There are cases where ethnic conflicts predominate 

over class conflicts. In the same context, the social democratic party-led 

Harmony Alliance was formed in Latvia to embrace Russian minorities 

(Holubec 2016). Holubek’s negative memories of the former communist 

rule can be subdivided into Kishelt et al.’s past communists’ ruling styles, 

however, they are also unsatisfactory explanatory factors, as we have 

seen earlier. 

The green party’s stagnation in most countries can be explained as a 

result of the lack of a tradition of democratic civil society and social 

movements, and socio-economic conflicts being ahead of socio-cultural 

ones (Richardson 1995). In a similar system and historical experience, 

the growth of the left in some countries can only be explained by the 

difference in competitiveness that developed after the regime change: the 

competitive relationship between the left and other political forces. 

After the collapse of the communist bloc in 1989-91, except for in 

Poland with the Solidarity union movement, the ex-communists were the 

only left forces that possessed political assets. They had transformed into 

(1) the market right, (2) social democrats under the auspices of social 

democratic parties in Western Europe, (3) advocates of the communist 

party’s historical pride.  

However, the former communist parties had split into: (1) the market 

right and advocates of communism (Russia); (2) the market right and 

social democrats (Poland), or the main forces of the ex-communist party 

were transformed into a social democratic party (Hungary), which 

resulted in the annihilation of the left; and (3) like in Moldova, the social 

democratic party and the communist party, or like in the Czech Republic, 

whose main force adhered to communism. 

In other words, depending on the dissolution type of former 

communist party, there arose various competitive relationships: (1) 

between the right and the communist party, like in Russia, which had no 

or weak social democratic parties; (2) between the right and the social 

democratic party, like in Poland and Hungary, where the left was 

marginalized; and (3) between the right, the social democratic party, and 

the communist party, like in the Czech Republic and Moldova.  

As social democratic parties had collided with the market and sooner 

or later shifted rightward, only the former communist parties could 
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provide an alternative to the market right and the neoliberal attack 

following the regime change. However, in countries where the former 

communist party did not remain a significant force or was annihilated or 

marginalized, the left’s return did not take place. A high parliamentary 

entry barrier of 4-5% also contributed to this. 

Contrary to Kitschelt et al., in the national-accommodative type, the 

former communist parties did not maintain even minimal power after the 

regime change in the early/mid-1990s, in the patrimonial type they 

remained as minor forces and in the bureaucratic-authoritarian type they 

remained as major powers. In other words, the left returned only in 

countries where the majority or a considerable proportion of members 

maintained the identity of the communist party, compared to other 

countries where the former communist parties turned to the right or to 

social democratic parties when they were divided or disbanded after the 

regime change. Therefore, unlike the argument of Kitschelt et al., it can 

be presumed that the bureaucratic-authoritarian ruling type was not 

entirely rejected but had considerable support in the masses because it 

had relied on the support of the working class and the bureaucratic layer.  

In East Germany and the Czech Republic, communist parties were 

not illegal when their regimes changed. Unlike other Eastern European 

countries, the East German communist party (SED) was blocked from 

changing into a social democratic party because the West German SPD 

rejected ex-communist party members. In Czechoslovakia, hardliners 

had always been the majority in the communist party because of the 

purges since the Prague Spring in 1968 (Holubec 2016). In these 

circumstances, the communist parties of East Germany and the Czech 

Republic were able to preserve their traditions and assets and monopolize 

the cause of leftist politics for the deprived and dissatisfied strata that was 

growing due to the regime change and the subsequent financial crisis. 

Therefore, it can be seen that although the people’s suffering as a result 

of the regime change, the economic crisis and neoliberalism opened up 

the possibility of the left’s return, the left’s growth was possible only 

where the left had political assets that could break through the entry 

barrier.  

However, such political assets are rapidly losing their support base 

because communist successor party members are well over 70 years old, 

and their conservative nature hinders their parties’ expansion. In 2003, 

67.4% of the CPBM’s members were pensioners, and many were former 

policemen, officers, and junior clerks of the former Communist Party. In 

2008, 54% of the German Left Party members were over 60 years old 
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(Holubec 2009; Hildebrandt 2009). The Moldovan Communist Party 

(PCRM), the ruling party between 2001 and 2009, has been repeatedly 

defeated since the prominent members’ withdrawal in 2009. The PCRM 

lost all its seats in the 2019 election, and the CPBM, which had enjoyed 

second or third party status, also declined into a small party in the 2017 

election. 

Communist successor parties became the first opposition parties, like 

the KPRF/CPRF in Russia and the KSČM/CPBM in the Czech Republic, 

or the ruling party, like the PCRM in Moldova (March 2011; Holubec 

2016). However, the lack of democratic tradition, the new middle class, 

civil society, and high parliamentary entry barriers prevented the New 

Left or non-communist leftist movements from becoming popular. 

Therefore, the successor parties were able to secure support from the 

strata dissatisfied with the regime change and neoliberalism. They 

capitalized on the prestige of full employment and state welfare in 

countries with weak negative memories of communism (Russia, Czech 

Republic, Moldova). This traditional support base made it difficult for 

the communist successor parties to break with the past. 

The pan-left cooperation has sometimes been promoted in the form 

of an electoral coalition or joint government in the confrontation between 

the successor social democratic parties (former communist parties) and 

the market right (Bulgaria, Romania) (March 2011). This is similar to 

Northern Europe, where pan-left electoral coalitions led by social 

democratic parties have been promoted. After the transition, communist 

parties became illegal in many countries and are still illegal in the Baltic 

States (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania) and Hungary (Holubec 2016). Many 

countries split from Yugoslavia are led by the market right and the 

national right. As shown in <Table 9>, it is no coincidence that the 

countries where the green party has grown are Latvia and Lithuania, 

which are Baltic states where the communist party has been repressed, 

and Croatia, divided from Yugoslavia. Croatia has a transferable voting 

system favoring minor parties, and the radical left Workers Front and the 

Greens are growing. As seen in Igor Stiks (2016), in ex-Yugoslavia, with 

the most suffering from regime change, struggles over education fees and 

medical issues and the green and non-leftist social movements are 

emerging. However, it is difficult to expect the left to grow because of 

negative memories of the communist party and parliamentary entry 

barriers in these countries. In this respect, it is exceptional that the 

Unified Left (ZL/L), a non-communist left in Slovenia, has grown thanks 

to a generous party support system. 
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In other countries, communist parties are extremely weak, and many 

belong to the ‘Initiative of Communist and Workers’ Parties’ led by the 

Greek KKE (Holubec 2016). The Initiative is a European Marxist-

Leninist political group. 

Communist successor parties are divided into the Initiative and the 

Party of the European Left (PEL). The former is made up of dogmatic 

communist parties (Stalinist), and the latter includes mainly reform 

communist and radical left parties, but in some cases it is ambiguous. The 

PCRM in Moldova, belonging to PEL, unlike the French Communist 

Party (PCF) that leads PEL, is euro-skeptical, opposed to LGBT rights, 

and a pro-Russian left. According to March (2011: 82), there are trends 

of a more pragmatic ‘Marxist reformer’ and a traditionalist ‘Marxist-

Leninist modernizer’ in the PCRM. The CPBM of the Czech Republic is 

very patriarchal and negative about the New Left agenda related to 

gender equality, and it maintains democratic centralism related to intra-

party democracy. For example, the general assembly is held once every 

four years and no representatives are elected at the general assembly. 

However, the CPBM did not join the Initiative or PEL (Holubec 2016). 

The only thing that the PCRM and CPBM share with the PCF is that they 

are eager to maintain and expand their power, representing the working 

class’s interest within the realities of capitalism and bourgeois democracy. 

As such, despite severe suffering caused by the regime change and 

neoliberalism during the past three decades in Eastern Europe, leftists 

have been able to survive only in a few countries, those where: 

communist parties had minimal political assets, as in Moldova, the Czech 

Republic, and Russia; or the right marginalized social democratic 

successor parties; or the social democratic party tolerated the communist 

successor party as a minor partner due to ethnic issues, as in Latvia and 

Ukraine. 

Therefore, the dissolution type of former communist parties was 

decisive. However, after the Great Recession, some radical left (or plural 

left) parties have advanced to parliament in Slovenia, Croatia, and Poland, 

where former communist parties have no political assets and social 

democratic successor parties have lost their prestige. They have been able 

to respond to the demands of leftist politics against neoliberal attacks. 

Considering the aging communist successor party’s support base and 

negative memories of the communism rule, only the radical left party, 

combined with the New Left agenda, will survive. All countries in which 

leftists have grown after the regime change are high-level welfare states 

and thus potential support strata of the greens and far-right have also been 
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formed. Therefore, these countries’ competitive structure is becoming 

similar to that of Central Europe, where greens and far-rights have 

succeeded. 

 

5-3. Changed competition types within and outside the left, 

and explanatory factors 

  

Potential support strata and changed competition types 

When arranging the political forces into left, center-left, center-right, 

right, and far-right, the far-right and the left seem to be the most distant 

from each other. However, the support base for the far-right, the 

neoliberal-deprived and -dissatisfied strata, is the same for the left. The 

main support base for Le Pen and Mélenchon in France was blue and 

white collars, as shown in Figure 2 of Section 4-3 (de Cabane and Le 

Lann 2018). Therefore, it can be said that political forces do not lie on a 

straight line but form a circle. Besides, all forces try to attract and take 

away supporters from the forces to their left and right. At this time, every 

force is in a competitive relationship. The social democratic party 

competes with the right, center-right, green, and left parties, while the left 

competes with the social democratic, green, and far-right parties. The far-

right competes with all forces. 

According to Chiocchetti, “During that decade [1998–2009] the SPD 

lost 10.2 million votes, more than half of its initial total. Only 17.6 

percent of the losses accrued to DIE LINKE; the large majority went 

instead to the parties of the centre-right (35.5 percent), to abstentions 

(24.2 percent), to the Greens (14.8 percent) and to other kinds of change 

(7.8 percent)” (Chiocchetti 2017: 103). This means that the left’s growth 

was achieved by encroaching on a space opened by the SPD’s rightward 

shift, but that the left had to compete for that space not only with the 

greens and far-right but even with the center-right. 

The Labor Party’s Tony Blair, who ended the 18-year Conservative 

regime in the United Kingdom from 1979-97, took the Third Way, 

neoliberalism, and launched the Labor Party regime (1997-2010) that 

lasted for 13 years. This means that the Labor Party had expanded its 

support base from the traditional working class to the middle class. It also 

means that a significant proportion of the working class had embraced 

neoliberal policies that put competition and openness first. 
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Despite the growth of the welfare state after World War II, due to 

different historical backgrounds and institutions, there arose different 

competition types by region: Northern Europe, where red-green parties 

were stronger than green parties; Central Europe, where green parties 

were strong; and Southern Europe, where green parties were weak and 

leftists were strong. 

As seen above, the left’s growth after the Soviet Union’s collapse 

peaked in the late 1990s and again after the economic crisis (2009-15). 

During this period, social democratic parties had shifted rightward and 

continued to fall, leftists had grown due to anti-neoliberal struggles, far-

rights had grown due to dissatisfaction and anxiety about neoliberalism. 

However green parties have grown following the ecological/climate 

crisis after the Great Recession. In other words, the growth periods for 

the left and the far-right overlap, and the vote shares of green parties did 

not change significantly during the same period. Although it varies by 

country, far-rights grew the most and green parties grew the least. 

However, these political forces’ growth on the historical/regional 

competition types have been uneven and varied. The changed 

competition types can be classified into (1) the fall of the social 

democratic party led to the success of the left (Greece, Ireland, Iceland), 

(2) the social democratic party has been falling, and the left runs after the 

far-right and greens (Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg), (3) despite the 

social democratic party’s decline, the far-right overtook the stalled left 

(Sweden, Finland, Norway), (4) the social democratic party is relatively 

strong and the left is stagnant (Portugal, Denmark, Spain). 

The countries where the left does not appear or is declining, Italy, the 

Netherlands, and Austria, excluding the UK, were similar to type (3) in 

which the social democratic party fell and the far-right grew. France, 

where the Socialist Party fell and the far-right and left-wing grew in terms 

of the presidential election votes, is close to types (2) and (3). In Eastern 

Europe, the communist successor parties in Moldova and the Czech 

Republic have recently collapsed. Radical or plural left parties in 

Slovenia, Poland, and Croatia are still small parties that have recently 

started to grow. It is difficult to say that they have formed a separate trend 

or type yet, therefore it is not classified as an independent type. 

These four classification types are based on the change in electoral 

performance of the social democratic party and the left, in comparison to 

the far-right and the green party’s performances. In particular, on type (4) 

there may be different opinions. Spain and Denmark can be seen as the 

type (2), with a decline of the social democratic party and growth of the 
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left and far-right. Nevertheless, this type is classified as independent 

because it is doubtful whether the left’s growth after the economic crisis 

in these countries was due to leftist politics’ progress. 

Behind this judgment is a premise that the growth of leftist politics 

can be achieved only by the erosion of the social democratic party’s 

support base. This is because the potential support class of the left is the 

working class in a broad sense, including the new middle class, and those 

are also the traditional support bases of the social democratic party. The 

political space due to the social democrat’s rightward shift or the deprived 

and dissatisfied strata of neoliberalism formed in the working class in a 

broader sense is the potential support strata that the left should acquire. 

The progress of leftist politics inevitably undermines the traditional 

support base of the social democratic party. Therefore, if the left grew 

due to other factors (e.g., vote against the incumbent, green politics, and 

anti-corruption appeals attracting the middle class) under the 

bipolar/two-block system, it is difficult to say that a growth of leftist 

politics was achieved. 

 

The goal of this section is to find the reasons why the competitive 

relationships within and outside the left made on the ‘historical/regional 

competition types’ have been transformed into the ‘changed competition 

types,’ that is, the reasons or factors that explain the divergent rise and 

fall of the left parties. 

As shown in <Table 7>, Western European left parties’ average 

growth rate between 1990-94 and 2013-16 is 4.3%. Above-average left 

parties are Greek Syriza (+33.4%), Spanish Podemos (+20.7%), Irish 

Sinn Féin (+12.2%), Icelandic Left-Green Movement (VG, +10.9%), 

Portuguese Left Bloc (BE, +9.0%), Luxembourg’s Left Party (LÉNK, 

+4.9%), and Danish Red-Green Alliance (RGA, +4.7%), followed by the 

German Left Party (Die Linke, +4.2%) and the Belgian Workers’ Party 

(PvdA, +3.2%). 

These countries’ characteristics are as follows: Greece, Spain, Ireland, 

Iceland, and Portugal, which have shown left party growth of more than 

9%, have experienced financial or debt crises, showed strong popular 

resistance, and have no or a very weak green party. The far-right is only 

in Greece and Spain. Without a severe economic crisis, Belgium and 

Germany have shown strong mass mobilization, and their leftists, as 

latecomers, compete with the green and far-right. With no or a weak mass 

struggle after the economic crisis, in Luxembourg and Denmark the green 

and far-right parties outpace the left party. 
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In the following, we will briefly examine the historically formed 

competitive relationships of each country and then identify factors that 

have influenced the leftists’ performance in each country while 

confirming the competition structure changes, focusing on election 

results. 

Statistics by country are provided at http://www.parties-and-

elections.eu. The nature of each party is based on the classification 

provided at https://europeelects.eu. The political groups in the European 

Parliament are: left: GUE/NGL; greens: EFA; center-left: S&D; liberal: 

RE (Renew Europe); center-right: EPP (European People’s Party); 

national conservative: ECR (European Conservatives and Reformists); 

right: ID (Identity and Democracy); and independent: NI (Non-Inscrits). 

If not belonging to a political group, parties are classified as: green party 

(G); center-left (CL); center-right (CR); center (C); liberal (RE); right (R); 

conservative right (NR); and far-right (FR). The classifications are 

sometimes mixed for convenience. If there is controversy over a party’s 

nature, it is classified along the international linkage chosen by the party 

according to its own defined identity, as explained in Chapter 2 (this 

book’s consistent position). For example, Irish Sinn Féin, which 

Chiocchetti does not classify as the left, belongs to GUE/NGL, while the 

Danish SF belongs to Greens/EFA. Therefore, the former is classified as 

a left and the latter as a green party. 

 

Type of fall of the social democratic party and growth of the left: Greece, 

Ireland, Iceland 

After the 2008 economic crisis, the three countries with immense left 

growth had shown strong mass resistance amid the severe debt crisis 

followed by bailouts, austerity coercion, and high unemployment. The 

prestige of the mainstream forces fell, and the left overtook and 

marginalized the social democratic party. There are no green party 

challenges in these three countries and no far-right challenges in Ireland 

and Iceland. The far-right was suppressed in Greece. 

 

Greece: 

 

Greece had been in a two-party system in which the center-right New 

Democratic Party (ND) and the social-democratic Panhellenic Socialist 

Movement (PASOK) had taken power in turns since the democratization 

in 1974. The Greek Communist Party (KKE), a hardline Stalinist party  
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Table 10: Vote shares in Greek general elections (%) 
  2004 2007 2009 2012I 2012II 2015I 2015II 2019 d-b e-d h-g 
  a b c d e f g h    

ND EPP 45.4 41.8 33.5 18.9 29.7 27.8 28.1 39.9 -22.9 10.8 11.8 

ANEL R    10.6 7.5 4.8 3.7 0.0 10.6 -3.1 -3.7 

PASOK(DIS

Y)/KINAL 
S&D 40.6 38.1 43.9 13.2 12.3 4.7 6.3 6.3 -24.9 -0.9 0.0 

Mera25 L        3.4 0.0 0.0 3.4 

SYRIZA L 3.3 5.0 4.6 16.8 26.9 36.3 35.5 31.5 11.8 10.1 -4.0 

XA NI   0.3 7.0 6.9 6.3 7.0 2.9 7.0 -0.1 -4.1 

KKE L 5.9 8.2 7.5 8.5 4.5 5.5 5.6 5.3 0.3 -4.0 -0.3 

LAOS FR 2.2 3.8 5.6 2.9 1.6 1.0   -0.9 -1.3 0.0 

EL ECR        3.7 0.0 0.0 3.7 

EK RE  0.3 0.3 0.6 0.3 1.8 3.4 1.2 0.3 -0.3 -2.2 

TO POTAMI CR      6.1 4.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 -4.1 

DIMAR(…) CL    6.1 6.3 0.5 DISY  6.1 0.2  

Others   2.8 4 15.4 4 4.2 6.3 4    

Turn-out  76.6 74.1 70.9 65.1 62.5 63.9 56.6 57.9    

  ND ND 
PASO

K 
 

ND+ 

PASOK+D

IMAR 

SYRIZA 

+ANEL 

SYRIZA 

+ANEL 
ND    

SYRIZA: Coalition of the Radical Left(2012II: Syriza-United Social Front, 

SYRIZA-EKM); ND: New Democracy; XA: Popular Association Golden Dawn; 

PASOK: Panhellenic Socialist Movement(2015II: Democratic Coalition, 

DISY - PASOK, DIMAR); KKE: Communist Party of Greece; TO POTAMI: The River; 

ANEL: Independent Greeks(2015I: Independent Greeks-National Patriotic Alliance, 

ANEL); EK: Union of Centrists; DIMAR: Democratic Left(2015I: Greens-Democratic 

Left, PRASINOI-DIMAR); LAOS: Popular Orthodox Rally. ©  2019 Wolfram 

Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 6: Trends in Greek parties’ vote share  

with a strong mass organization including unions, had the prestige of the 

anti-fascist and anti-dictatorship struggle. The Coalition of the Radical 

Left (Syriza) was launched as an umbrella party that included non-
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communist left forces in 2004 by the ‘Coalition of the Left, of 

Movements and Ecology’ (Synaspismos), combining the Eurocommunist 

KKE defectors and social movements, and converted into a single party 

in 2013. The ‘Anticapitalist Left Cooperation for the Overthrow’ 

(Antarsya), an electoral coalition and umbrella party of revolutionary 

leftists, was launched in 2009. 

The economic crisis that began in 2008 was so severe that the 

unemployment rate in 2012 reached 23% (the youth unemployment rate 

was 64%). It made most Greek people poor, especially wage earners, self-

employed, workers in the public sector and the small business private 

sector. These social strata were the main supporters of PASOK. PASOK’s 

introduction of austerity measures resulted in massive losses of its 

supporters and strengthened other forces (Eleftheriou 2016). 

 

<Table 10> shows the percentage of votes per political party in the Greek 

general elections, and <Figure 6> shows the trend, converting vote shares 

into a line graph. Comparing the results of the May 2012 election with 

those of the 2007 election before the economic crisis, the votes of the 

ruling PASOK (-24.9%) and ND (-22.9%), which accepted the austerity 

imposed by the Troika (IMF, EU, ECB), shrank dramatically. Their lost 

voters moved to support anti-austerity parties: Syriza (+11.8%), the 

National Patriotic Alliance (ANEL, +10.6%), an anti-austerity right 

which left the ND, and the far-right Golden Dawn (XA, +7.0%).  

In the June 2012 re-election, Syriza (+10.1%) and ND (+10.8%) 

became two major parties, gathering the small parties’ support. In the 

2019 elections, the anti-austerity parties, Syriza (-4%), ANEL (-3.7%) 

and XA (-4.1%), fell and the ND (+11.8%) grew. The 2012 and 2015 

elections, when Syriza’s growth took place, were a confrontation between 

pro-austerity and anti-austerity, and Syriza replaced PASOK as an anti-

austerity leader and alternative party. There had been strong anti-austerity 

struggles by Greek people in the process, including nearly 30 general 

strikes, and the extreme right was suppressed. 

The 2019 election was a vote against the incumbent Syriza, which 

had surrendered to the austerity program. The ND attracted small parties’ 

support as a representative of the right-wing against Syriza. Voters 

converged on the ND and Syriza due to the rule that gave a premium of 

50 seats to the first party and the resulting psychological effects of 

bandwagoning and avoiding a wasted vote. 

The KKE and Antarsya had failed to expand their support despite 

their commitment to the struggle. In other words, the left’s growth was 
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driven by class struggle, but leftists’ internal performances were different 

depending on their ability to combine themselves with potential support 

groups. Let us take a closer look. 

Greek people’s struggle against austerity began to ignite in early 2010. 

On May 5 that year, five bankers were suffocated by protesters’ Molotov 

cocktails and the struggle fell into a lull. It was a typical example of blind 

combativeness preventing the growth of struggle. However, each time a 

new austerity plan was imposed, struggles expanded on a larger scale. 

There were also a general election in May 2012 and a re-election in June 

2012. The 2012 elections brought about electoralism (parliamentarism) 

rather than mass resistance and struggle. Over 30 general strikes were 

held against austerity proposals, including restructuring, and the public 

sector naturally had to lead them. However, the leadership of ADEDY, 

the Civil Servants’ Confederation, was under the influence of PASOK 

and was passive in the struggle. Most general strikes were one or half-

day strikes pushed from below and could not lead to a decisive battle. 

After June 2012, as struggles against layoffs and restructuring became 

mainstream, struggles were divided/isolated and showed a long-term 

struggle pattern. When the organized labor movement is not strong, 

unorganized people and citizens come out to the streets or public squares. 

Many Occupy struggles in 2011, such as in Spain (15-M movement), 

Greece (Syntagma Square occupation struggle), and the United States 

(Wall Street occupation struggle), were examples of this. The struggles 

that unfolded from May to June 2011 to occupy public squares, especially 

Syntagma (meaning ‘constitution’) square in front of the Greek 

parliament in Athens, which has been a politically symbolic place, were 

led by educated youths without jobs or hope, different from the organized 

labor movement. The young people in the square had a complex identity 

between the people and the citizen. The left had to offer and persuade 

them of an alternative in the anti-austerity front against the Troika. 

Amid the sovereign debt crisis ahead of the 2012 general election, 

Syriza proposed to stay in the Eurozone and renegotiate the debt 

(Synaspismos 2012). As seen in the 2014 ‘Thessaloniki Election 

Program,’ Syriza focused on reducing austerity and easing the lower 

class’s suffering and came to power in January 2015. At Syriza’s 

inaugural meeting in July 2013, the ‘Left Platform,’ a hard-liner group in 

Syriza, suggested refusal to repay the debt, withdrawal from the eurozone, 

nationalization of banks (Plan B), and a left-wing coalition government 

(Kouvelakis 2012). Antarsya insisted on withdrawal from the EU, 

nationalization of banks without compensation, immediate 
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nationalization of all strategic sectors without compensation, workers’ 

control, and a people’s council (Antarsya 2012a, b). The KKE suggested: 

“withdrawal from the EU, unilateral cancellation of debt, socialization of 

means of production, people’s productive cooperation, workers’ and 

people’s control from below” (Central Committee Statement on May 7, 

2012), and a democratic planned-economy and people’s power (KKE 

2012; Antarsya 2012a; D’Angeli 2012). The KKE’s programs stood on a 

national transition strategy based on Lenin’s theory of imperialism, state-

monopoly capitalism, and working-class centrism. The theoretical 

backgrounds of revolutionary leftists talking about the withdrawal from 

the EU and national transition and advocating Leninism today are similar, 

regardless of whether they are Stalinist or Trotskyist. 

However, the suffering from the austerity measures imposed by the 

Troika was caused by a contradiction between international financial 

capital and the Greek people, so it is difficult to see it as a contradiction 

between capital and labor within a country. Therefore, except for Plan 

B’s withdrawal from the Eurozone and nationalization of banks, 

nationalization of major industries within a country could not be an 

immediate solution. So, at the time of the election the people could not 

be persuaded/attracted by those programs. Furthermore, Greece has no 

volatile industries except for shipping. Major industries such as 

electricity, telecommunications, ports, and large corporations were 

mostly public-owned. “[T]he proportion of wage labor in Greece hardly 

reaches 65% of the economically active population, with self-employed 

people reaching a proportion of 22%, while more than 90% of businesses 

employ less than ten workers” (TPTG 2011). 

As Synaspismos, Syriza’s central axis, is an abbreviation of 

‘Coalition of the Left, of Movements and Ecology’ (‘synaspismos’ 

corresponds to the English ‘coalition’), Syriza was weak in the organized 

labor movement, but early on it combined with social movements and 

adopted pluralism. It was the only parliamentary party to advocate the 

Student rebellion in 2007 and its members participated in the 2011 Square 

struggle as individuals. The KKE condemned the Student rebellion, 

refused to participate in the Square struggle, and denied the possibility of 

creating a joint government just before the 2012 reelection, saying that it 

would not cooperate with Syriza in any case. Antarsya, a revolutionary 

left organization, did not have public prestige, although it had some 

bridgeheads in organized labor. The KKE “promoted the creation of 

work-place cells instead of local branches” and focused on opposition to 
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the layoffs and restructuring of large factories, leading the strike in 

Halyvourghia, a steel factory (Eleftheriou 2016).  

Syriza’s capitulation to the Troika in June 2015 showed the limitation 

of an unprepared left. In particular, the centrists led by Alexis Tsipras did 

not prepare Plan B, believing that the debt renegotiation would be 

possible only with dialogue and persuasion. Bargaining power had been 

exhausted by continuing to repay the principal and interest during the 

negotiation period. When the Troika cut off the supply of the euro, the 

Greek government was forced to surrender. The core of the Greek debt 

crisis was an unfair transfer of the losses for which international 

speculative capital was responsible. It was a struggle on which neither 

the Greek left nor the European left should have given way. Leftists failed 

to build strong international solidarity that made debt relief a burden, not 

on German and French taxpayers, but on international speculative capital. 

 

Ireland: 

 

According to Richard Dunphy, when the economic crisis began in 2008, 

the asset market bubble, including housing, led to banks becoming 

insolvent, and a bank bailout led to a sovereign debt crisis. In 2010, there 

was widespread austerity as the Troika’s bank bailout conditions were 

implemented, thwarting public expenditures and including cuts in 

medical, education, social welfare, and pension spending. It introduced a 

housing tax, and garbage and water charges. There were mass marches 

and rallies in 2008 and 2010-11, and many cities held massive protest 

rallies on water charges in 2014-15. The radical left was particularly 

involved in the water charge protests (Dunphy 2016). 

 

As shown in <Table 11> and <Figure 7>, the social-democratic Labor 

Party (LAB) was weak, and the liberal Fianna Fáil/FF (RE) and center-

right Fine Gael/FG (EPP) had taken turns in power. During the 2010 

financial crisis, the right-wing coalition (FF+Green/G + Progressive 

Democrats/PD) lost around 30%, while the opposition LAB (+9.4%) and 

FG (+8.8%), and the left republican Sinn Féin (SF, +3%), advanced, and 

the center-left and center-right coalition government (LAB+FG) was 

launched. In the 2016 election, the vote for the ruling LAB (-12.9%) and 

FG (-10.6%) fell, while that for the opposition rightist FF (+6.8), PD 

(+4.7) and leftist SF (+3.9), S-PBP (+2.9), and the Social Democratic 

Party (SD, 3.3%), rose. In other words, the nature of the vote against the 
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incumbent was strong. Sinn Féin overtook the Labor Party to become the 

third party (+3.9%) in 2016 and the first party (+10.7%) in 2020. 

 

Table 11: Vote shares in Irish general elections (%) 

    1989 1992 1997 2002 2007 2011 2016 2020 b-a c-b 

        a b c    

FF RE 44.1 39.1 39.3 41.5 41.6 17.5 24.3 22.2 -24.1 6.8 

FG EPP 29.3 24.5 27.9 22.5 27.3 36.1 25.5 20.9 8.8 -10.6 

SD S&D             3.3 2.9 0 3.3 

LAB S&D 9.5 19.3 10.4 10.8 10.1 19.5 6.6 4.4 9.4 -12.9 

GP G 1.5 1.4 2.8 3.8 4.7 1.8 2.7 7.1 -2.9 0.9 

SF L 1.2 1.6 2.5 6.5 6.9 9.9 13.8 24.5 3 3.9 

S-PBP L - - - - 0.5 1 3.9 2.6 0.5 2.9 

SP   - - 0.7 0.8 0.6 1.2     0.6 -1.2 

WP   5 0.7 0.4 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.2   -0.1 0.1 

PD   5.5 4.7 4.7 4 2.7   4.7   -2.7 4.7 

DL   - 2.8 2.5       2.5   0 2.5 

Individual   3.3 5.8 7.9 9.5 5.2 12.5 15.7   7.3 3.2 

Turn-out   68,5 68,5 66,1 62,6 67,0 70,0 65.2 62.9     

    
FF+P

D 

FG+L

+DL 

FF+P

D 
FF+PD 

FF+G

+PD 
FG+L FG+L       

FG: Family of the Irish; LAB: Labour Party; FF: Soldiers of Destiny; SF: We Ourselves; 

GP: Green Party; SP: Socialist Party; PBP: People Before Profit Alliance; WP: Workers’ 

Party; PD: Progressive Democrats; DL: Democratic Left. ©  2016 Wolfram Nordsieck. 

Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 
 

Figure 7: Trends in Irish parties’ vote share 

 

Sinn Féin’s growth in the 2011 and 2016 elections was fueled by anti-

austerity struggles and was followed by the Labor Party’s fall due to the 

vote against the incumbent. The Green Party, a latecomer, increased its 

support in the 2020 election (2.7% -> 7.1%), but there was no challenge 

from the far-right. Sinn Féin’s rise (13.8% -> 24.5%) and S-PBP’s decline 
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(3.9% -> 2.6%) in the 2020 election meant that Sinn Féin became a leader 

of the pan-left including the Labor Party. 

The electoral coalition AAA-PBP (renamed S-PBP) was created in 

2016 by the ‘Anti-Austerity Alliance’ (AAA) led by the Socialist Party 

(SP) and the ‘People Before Profit Alliance’ (PBPA) led by the Socialist 

Workers Party (SWP). In Ireland, the left republican Sinn Féin and S-

PBP are competing with each other. Leftists grew in strength during the 

severe economic crisis and the ensuing strong anti-austerity struggles. 

However, the performances were not even. Let us take a closer look at 

the positions of leftists. 

Richard Dunphy (2016) regards Sinn Féin as a populist party that has 

abandoned anti-capitalism, calling it irresponsible because it refused to 

support the water charge protest. 

 

In the 2014 local and European elections, both Marxist parties [SP 

and SWP] ran vigorous, class-based campaigns, emphasising the 

fight against water and housing taxes, poverty and unemployment, 

women’s and gay rights, environmental issues, class inequality and 

social injustice. The parties called for rent controls and a public or 

social house building programme; new taxes on the rich; and 

emphasised their fight for abortion rights in Ireland (Dunphy 2016). 

 

As such, Dunphy argues that Sinn Féin’s monopolization of the left’s 

growth and the alienation of the revolutionary left SP/AAA and 

SWP/PBPA were because the latter had struggled with class-based 

politics, not populism. However, it cannot be denied that the strong anti-

austerity struggle or class struggle, such as the struggle against the water 

charge, drew the Irish population to the left. Nevertheless, S-PBP, the 

electoral coalition of SP and SWP, which led the struggle against the 

water charge, performed poorer than Sinn Féin, which refused to openly 

support that campaign. The reason for their poor performance should be 

found in their closedness, as “both [SP and SWP] see themselves as 

classical vanguard parties, despite their small size, and they tend to 

exhibit many of the dogmatic, sectarian and elitist features of such 

Leninist parties” (Dunphy 2016). Likewise, Sinn Féin’s popular support 

was not because it encouraged confrontation between the people and the 

elite/establishment, but rather because it was able to stand for the 

neoliberal-deprived and -dissatisfied and had prestige as a representative 

of anti-austerity, although it assured everyone that it was not anti-capital 

but was ‘business-friendly.’ In this respect, “its anti-austerity stance does 
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not mean that the party is anticapitalist or antibusiness. […] In the South, 

Sinn Féin’s platform, with its commitment to a public health service, 

strengthening of workers’ rights, and other such reforms, still places it 

firmly on the left. […] The party’s growth reflects a leftward shift on the 

part of a significant minority in the South” (Finn 2016). This is similar to 

the growth of the Greek left due to a strong anti-austerity struggle, with 

the outcome of the struggle being monopolized by Syriza, which showed 

a more compromising attitude than the hardliner KKE and Antarsya, 

which played a leading role in the struggle. 

In other words, the growth of the entire left is explained by class 

struggle, but the difference in performance within the left depends on the 

ability to attract potential support strata. “Despite the undoubted 

opportunities that the past seven or eight years have presented for mass 

recruitment, the SP TD Ruth Coppinger claims a national membership of 

just 500–600” (Dunphy 2016). It is natural that the two parties pursuing 

the revolutionary vanguard party model are no more expansible than the 

anti-austerity mass party Sinn Féin. S-PBP’s entry into Parliament in 

2016 and 2020 with the low support of 3.9% and 2.6% respectively, the 

only case of revolutionary leftists in parliament in Europe, is mainly due 

to the generous electoral system, which has a transferable voting system 

and no entry barrier. 

 

Iceland: 

 

After the financial crisis, the Kitchenware Revolution, the banging of 

pots and pans every Saturday from October 2008, started. “Most of the 

criticism was directed at the Independence Party, which had been in 

government for 18 years straight, for 12 years with the Progressive Party, 

and then for two years with the Social Democratic Alliance” 

(Erlingsdottir 2012). As shown in <Table 12> and <Figure 8>, in 2009, 

the Social Democratic Alliance (S, +3%) and the Left-Green Movement 

(VG, +7.4%) took power as a punishment of the right-wing Independence 

Party (SSF, -12.9%). In 2013, the Social Democratic Alliance (-16.9%) 

and VG (-10.8%) crashed due to a vote against the incumbent. The 

Progressive Party (FSF, +9.6%) and the Pirate Party (P, +5.1%), both 

center parties, increased their support. The right-wing coalition 

government of the Independence Party and the Progressive Party began. 

In 2016, when the ruling Progressive Party Prime Minister’s improper 

property transaction was exposed, citizens came onto the streets. An 

extraordinary election was held, and support for VG and the Pirate Party  
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Table 12: Vote shares in Icelandic general elections (%) 

    1999 2003 2007 2009 2013 2016 2017 d-c e-d f-e 

    a b c d e f g    

SSF R 40.7 33.7 36.6 23.7 26.7 29 25.2 -12.9 3 2.3 

FSF C 18.5 17.7 11.7 14.8 24.4 11.5 10.7 3.1 9.6 -12.9 

FF C 4.2 7.4 7.3 2.2   3.5 6.9 -5.1 -2.2 3.5 

S SD 26.8 31 26.8 29.8 12.9 5.7 12.1 3 -16.9 -7.2 

P G         5.1 14.5 9.2 0 5.1 9.4 

VG L 9.1 8.8 14.3 21.7 10.9 15.9 16.9 7.4 -10.8 5 

VIÐ REIS

N 
R           10.5 6.7 0 0 10.5 

BF CR       7.2 8.2 7.2 1.2 7.2 1 -1 

M C             10.9 0 0 0 

Turn-out  84.1 87.7 83.6 85.1 81.4 79.2 81.2       

   
SSF+ 

FSF 

SSF+ 

FSF 
SSF+S S+VG 

SSF 

+FSF 

SSF+

VIÐ R

EISN+

BF 

VG+ 

SSF+ 

FSF 

     

SSF: Independence Party; P: Pirate Party; VG: Left-Green Movement; FSF: Progressive 

Party; VIÐ REISN: Revival; BF: Bright Future; S: Alliance-Social Democratic Party of 

Iceland(1999-2013: Alliance. S); BF: Citizens’ Movement; FF: Liberal Party. ©  2017 

Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 8: Trends in Icelandic parties’ vote share 

 

grew. The Independence Party formed a right-wing coalition government 

with VIÐREISN (Revival) and Bright Future (BF). In 2017, due to the 

Independence Party leader’s inappropriate behavior, an extraordinary 

election was held again. Support for the opposition party VG and the 

Social Democratic Alliance grew, and the second party, VG, formed a 
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cabinet with the Independence Party and Progressive Party and took over 

the role of Prime Minister. 

The financial crisis and the strong mass struggle led to the growth of 

the left in 2009 and even a left-wing government. However, “the 

nationalization of losses resulting from private gains was proudly 

enforced by the Left-Greens” (Thorsteinsson 2016), and power passed to 

the right in 2013. In 2016, the Pirate Party announced that the 

Independence Party and Progressive Party could not be coalition partners. 

The 2016 and 2017 election results embodied citizens’ backlash against 

the corrupt established political parties. Nevertheless, VG’s alliance with 

old forces would likely lead to another crash, like in the 2013 election. 

During the Icesave negotiation with the Troika (the bankrupt 

Landsbanki’s foreign deposit guarantee negotiation), VG made 

unreasonable moves, such as accepting unreasonably high interest rates 

for foreign depositors without raising objections. Therefore, it is 

questionable how many leftist policies will be implemented in a grand 

coalition government consisting of the right, center right, and left. VG is 

likely to lose support again. VG’s growth was also driven by the 

economic crisis and strong anti-austerity struggles but it showed the 

limitations of an unprepared left. 

 

Type of decline of the social democratic party, and growth of the left 

and far-right: Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg 

This type is where the left, a latecomer, competes with the already-grown 

greens and far-right amid the decline of the social democratic party. 

 

Germany: 

 

With its [the Left Party’s] stable presence since 2005, confirmed by 

the Bundestag elections of 2009, Germany’s fluid five-party system 

congealed into a structure with two large mass parties, the CDU 

(conservatives) and the SPD (social democrats), and three medium-

sized parties, the Greens, the FDP (liberals), and the Left Party. All 

five parties are in open competition with one another, and there is 

no structural asymmetry (Hildebrandt 2012). 

 

After the 2008 economic crisis, the far-right ‘Alternative for Germany’ 

(AfD) and the Pirate Party also appeared as variables. Defectors from the 

SDP and union activists formed the ‘Electoral Alternative for Labour and  
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Table 13: Vote shares in German federal legislative elections (%) 

  1994 1998 2002 2005 2009 2013 2017 b-a e-c g-f g-a 

  a b c d e f g     

FDP(RE) 6.9 6.2 7.4 9.8 14.6 4.8 10.7 -0.7 7.2 5.9 3.8 

CDU/CSU 

(EPP) 
41.5 35.1 38.5 35.2 33.8 41.5 33 -6.4 -4.7 -8.5 -8.5 

SPD(S&D) 36.4 40.9 38.5 34.2 23 25.7 20.5 4.5 -15.5 -5.2 -15.9 

GRÜ NE 

(Greens/EFA) 
7.3 6.7 8.6 8.1 10.7 8.4 8.9 -0.6 2.1 0.5 1.6 

DIE 

LINKE/PDS 

(GUE/NGL) 

4.4 5.1 4 8.7 11.9 8.6 9.2 0.7 7.9 0.6 4.8 

AfD(ID)           4.7 12.6 0 0 7.9 12.6 

Others 5.4 6 3 3.9 6 6.3 5         

Turn-out 79 82.2 79.1 77.7 70.8 71.5 76.2         

  

CDU/ 

CSU + 

FDP 

SPD+ 

Greens 

SPD+ 

Greens 

CDU/ 

CSU+ 

SPD 

CDU/ 

CSU+ 

SPD 

CDU/ 

CSU+ 

SPD 

CDU/ 

CSU+ 

SPD 
        

CDU: Christian Democratic Union of Germany; SPD: Social Democratic Party of 

Germany; DIE LINKE: The Left(1990-2002: Party of Democratic Socialism, PDS; 2005: 

The Left Party.PDS, DIE LINKE.PDS); GRÜ NE: Alliance 90/The Greens; CSU: 

Christian Social Union in Bavaria; FDP: Free Democratic Party; AfD: Alternative for 

Germany. ©  2017 Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 
 

Figure 9: Trends in German parties’ vote share 

 

Social Justice’ (WASG), an electoral coalition, in 2004 and converted it 

into a party in 2005. WASG and the Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS), 

the successor of East Germany’s communist party (SED), made an 
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electoral coalition in 2015 and merged to form the Left Party, a unitary 

party, in 2007. 

As shown in <Table 13> and <Figure 9>, the SDP has continued to 

decline. The ruling coalitions have been CDU/CSU + FDP (right-wing 

coalition) in 1982-98, SPD + Greens (center-left coalition) in 1998-2005, 

and CDU/CSU + SPD (grand coalition) since 2005. The grand coalition 

was formed because the FDP, a longtime partner of the CDU/CSU, tried 

to exclude the Left Party, the CDU excluded the Greens, the SPD 

excluded the Left Party, and the Left Party excluded the Greens, because 

the support bases of the Greens, CSU, SPD, and the Left Party overlapped. 

German elections are characterized by the vote against the incumbent. 

Except for the 2013 election, when the ruling parties rose, all opposition 

parties increased their support. The only exception to this was when the 

Greens, a minor partner of the ruling coalition, slightly increased its 

support (+1.9%) in the 2002 election. The Left Party’s growth was 

marginal (0.6%) in 1998, when the SPD (+4.5%) won an overwhelming 

victory with a vote against the incumbent right-wing coalition, and 

mainly occurred in 2002-09. During that time, all opposition parties grew. 

Between 2002-09, the SPD lost 15.5%, declining from 18.48 million 

(38.5%) to 9.99 million (23.0%) votes, while the Left Party (+7.9%) and 

the FDP (+7.2%) grew significantly, and the Greens (+2.1%) also grew 

slightly. Meanwhile, in 2013-17, when the CDP/CSU and the SPD, the 

ruling parties of the grand coalition, lost 8.5% and 5.2% respectively, the 

far-right AfD (+7.9%) and the FDP (+5.9%) monopolized the fruits. The 

gains of the Greens (+0.5%) and the Left Party (+0.6%) were 

insignificant. 

In summary, between 1994-2017, the SPD (-15.9%) had shrunk, and 

the CDU/CSU (-8.5%) had declined considerably, but the growth of the 

Left Party peaked in 2009. Since then, the far-right has mainly 

monopolized the growth.  

 

The extent of post-unification dissatisfaction reached its apex in 

1992–93, when a large wave of industrial and street mobilisation 

erupted in response to the final stages of the privatisation of the 

Eastern state-owned sector by the Treuhandanstalt (Chiocchetti 

2017: 83). 

[the Left Party’s] success in 2009 may be attributed to the party’s 

‘successful mobilization of feelings of social unrest and latent 

dissatisfaction’ in the context of the Hartz IV reforms and the 
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economic crisis, and perhaps its ‘simplistic policy solutions’ 

(Bouma 2016).  

In the 2009 Bundestag elections, the Left Party became the 

fourth strongest party, with 11.9 % of the vote and 76 seats in the 

German Bundestag. […] The party attracted votes as an all-German 

protest party against the dismantling of social systems and 

democracy under the so-called Agenda 2010 (Hildebrand 2012).  

 

Behind the growth of the PDS there was a mass mobilization in 1992-93. 

However, East German residents’ resistance in 1992-93 and mass 

mobilization in West Germany in 2003-04 were not led by PDS members 

(Chiocchetti: 102-103). In this respect, Hildebrand (2012) evaluates, 

“The parliamentary strengthening of the Left Party since its founding in 

2007 has so far not been accompanied by any strengthening of extra-

parliamentary resistance.” 

In the 2013 election, the AfD, the only party against migrants in the 

federal parliament, came ahead of the Left Party. The Greens 

outperformed the SPD in the 2019 European Parliament election, which 

was related to the recent rise of the climate crisis issue. Since 2011, the 

Left Party had insisted on debt relief for the Greek debt crisis, which was 

perceived by the German public to be a burden on German taxpayers, not 

on financial capital. Besides, since all parties except the AfD had the 

same position on embracing migrants, the Left Party could not be 

distinguished from other political forces. After peaking in 2009 the Left 

Party has been overtaken by the far-right despite the continued decline of 

the SPD. 

In the German case, it can also be confirmed that anti-neoliberal 

struggles when the right-wing was in power in 1994-98 led to the left’s 

growth, but the main fruits were enjoyed by the SPD, seen as an 

alternative to the right. In other words, while the ruling right fell by 7.1%, 

the SPD increased by 4.5%, and the Left Party and Greens increased by 

0.6% and 0.5% respectively. 

On the other hand, it is common for opposition parties to grow during 

a center-right and center-left grand coalition. Germany has had a grand 

coalition of the SPD and CDU/CSU since 2005, during which support for 

the SPD fell rapidly, while the CDU/CSU was relatively strong. Between 

2002-09, all opposition parties, including the Left Party, had grown, but 

in 2013-17, the Left Party and Greens stagnated, while the far-right and 

right grew. In other words, despite the neoliberal attack of the center-left 

and right grand coalition, the growth of the left was restrained by the far-
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right. Moreover, as can be seen in 2009-13, all the opposition parties, 

except the far-right, fell when the ruling coalition grew. When the ruling 

parties were defeated again in 2017, all opposition parties grew, but the 

growth of the Left Party (+0.6%) and the Greens (+0.5%) was 

insignificant, while the FDP (+5.9%) and the far-right (+7.9%) evenly 

split the majority of the votes lost by the ruling parties. It has become 

common in Central and Northern Europe since the 2010s that far-rights 

have overtaken leftists. 

As seen in the Left Party’s case, the strong growth of the left requires 

a shift to the left in mass consciousness, and mass struggle is necessary 

for this to occur. It shows that dissatisfaction of the masses separated 

from struggle can be attracted not only to the left and but also to the far-

right (sometimes much more). 

 

Belgium: 

 

Belgium is a federal state and many parties of the same character are 

divided into two regions, so their votes are summed up according to their 

political positions. As shown in <Table 14> and <Figure 10>, during 

2003-2019, the three mainstream parties (liberal RE, center-right EPP, 

center-left S&D) lost 28.6%, and these votes were taken by the national 

right ECR (N-VA, +12.9%), the left (PvdA/PTB, +8.3%), and the greens 

(+6.6%). However, the far-right Flemish Interest (VB) accounted for 12% 

in 2019 as well. In other words, the left made significant growth with 3.7% 

in 2014 and 8.6% in 2019, but it was behind the national right (N-VA), 

the greens, and the far-right (VB). 

Since the 1990s, the social democratic party had continued to engage 

in neoliberal attacks while participating in or leading grand coalitions. 

Leftists had been divided into the Workers’ Party (PvdA) of Maoist 

origins, which had mass support nationwide in the labor and local 

movements, including the North, the communist party (PCWB), which 

was strong in the South, and the LCR/SAP, a Fourth International affiliate 

(Dupret 2009; Flenady 2016). Responding to the appeal of the trade 

union confederation in the 2014 election, the PvdA launched the PTB-

GO! (PTB-Left Opening!), an electoral alliance including the PCWB and 

LCR/SAP, and entered the parliament for the first time. Liam Flenady 

(2016), a member of the PvdA, claims, “Our main goal is not electoral. 

The main philosophy of our party is Marxism. […] decided to take more 

seriously the question of the ecological struggle. This has already begun 

in the form of the ‘Red is the New Green.’” 
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Table 14: Vote shares in Belgian general elections (%) 

    1995 1999 2003 2007 2010 2014 2019 

N-VA ECR - - 3.1 CD&V 17.4 20.3 16 

OPEN VLD(…) RE 13.2 14.3 15.4 11.8 8.6 9.8 8.5 

MR(PRL) RE 10.3 10.1 11.4 12.3 9.3 9.6 7.6 

CD&V(CVP, …) EPP 17.2 14.1 13.3 18.5 10.9 11.6 8.9 

CDH(PSC) EPP 7.7 5.9 5.5 6.1 5.5 5 3.7 

PS S&D 11.9 10.2 13 10.9 13.7 11.7 9.5 

SP.A(SP, …) S&D 12.6 9.6 14.9 10.3 9.2 8.8 6.7 

GROEN(AGALEV) G/E 4.4 7 2.5 4 4.4 5.3 6.1 

ECOLO G/E 4 7.4 3.1 5.1 4.8 3.3 6.1 

PvdA/PTB GUE/NGL 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.8 1.6 3.7 8.6 

VB(…) FR 7.8 9.9 11.6 12 7.8 3.7 12 

FDF(…)  PRL PRL MR MR MR 1.8   

PP  - - - - 1.3 1.5 1.1 

LDD  - - - 4 2.3 0.4   

FN  2.3 1.5 2 2 0.5 -   

SPIRIT  - - SP.A SP.A - -   

VU(VU-ID21)  4.7 5.6 - - - -   

Others  3.4 4 3.9 2 2.7 3.1   

Turn-out  91.2 90.6 91.6 91.3 87.2 88.5 90 

Sum ECR     3.1 EPP 17.4 20.3 16 
 RE 23.5 24.4 26.8 24.1 17.9 19.4 16.1 
 EPP 24.9 20 18.8 24.6 16.4 16.6 12.6 
 S&D 24.5 19.8 27.9 21.2 22.9 20.5 16.2 
 G 8.4 14.4 5.6 9.1 9.2 8.6 12.2 
 L 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.8 1.6 3.7 8.6 

N-VA: New Flemish Alliance; PS: Socialist Party; CD&V: Christian Democratic and 

Flemish(1991-1999: Christian People’s Party, CVP; 2007: Christian Democratic and Flemish-New 

Flemish Alliance, CD&V-N-VA); OPEN VLD: Open Flemish Liberals and Democrats(1995-2003: 

Flemish Liberals and Democrats, VLD); MR: Reformist Movement(1995-1999: Liberal Reformist 

Party-Democratic Front of Francophones, PRL-FDF); SP.A: Socialist Party. Different(1995-1999: 

Socialist Party, SP; 2003-2007: Socialist Party.Different-Spirit, SP.A-SPIRIT); GROEN: The Flemish 

Greens(1995-2003: To Live in Another Way, AGALEV); CDH: Humanist Democratic 

Centre(1995-1999: Christian Social Party, PSC); VB: Flemish Interest(1995-2003: Flemish Bloc, 

VB); PvdA/PTB: Workers’ Party of Belgium; ECOLO: Ecolo; FDF: Francophone Democratic 

Federalists(1995-2010: Democratic Front of Francophones, FDF); PP: People’s Party; LDD: List 

Dedecker; FN: National Front; SPIRIT: Spirit; VU: People’s Union(1999: People’s Union-ID21, 

VU-ID21). ©  2019 Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 10: Trends in Belgian party groups’ vote share 
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The Flemish national right N-VA proliferated since 2010, became the 

first party in 2014 and established a center-right coalition of four parties 

(CD&V, Open Vld, MR, and N-VA). The coalition continued to attack 

the welfare state, including extending the retirement age, partially 

canceling the indexed wage system, and reducing and privatizing the 

education and public sector. For the first time since 1993, there were a 

general strike with 130,000 participants led by trade unions in December 

2014 and anti-austerity protests with more than 100,000 in October 2015 

(La Gauche 2014; Tanuro 2014; Flenady 2016). As such, the growth of 

the left in 2014 and 2019 is attributed to the masses’ demands and 

struggles. But the left still lags behind the greens, national right, and far-

right. 

 

Luxembourg: 

 

In 1999, the New Left, the Revolutionary Socialist Party, and the 

Communist Party (KPL) formed an electoral alliance and advanced, but 

afterwards they divided. The first two parties dissolved and launched the 

Left (LÉNK). It entered the parliament thanks to the ‘cumulative and split 

ticket voting system,’ which is favorable to minors (Wagener 2012). 

As in <Table 15> and <Figure 11>, during 2004-2013, the LÉNK 

grew from 1.9% to 4.9% but lagged behind other forces. The KPL gained 

1.6% in 2013. During this period, the conservative right (ADR, -3.4%), 

Christian Social People’s Party (CSV, -2.4%), and Socialist Workers’ 

Party (LSAP, -3.1%) declined, while the LÉNK (+3%) and Pirates 

(+2.9%) grew. In the 2018 election, the CSV (-5.4%) and LSAP (-2.7%) 

fell, and the Green List (GLEI, +5%) and the Pirates (+3.6%) grew, while 

the performances of leftists (LÉNK +0.6%, KPL -1.6%) were 

insignificant. It is a case in which the left’s growth was suppressed and 

overtaken by other non-mainstream parties while the class struggle was 

weak. 

 

Type of decline of the social democratic party and the left, and growth 

of the far-right: Sweden, Finland, Norway 

This type is where, under the two-block system based on a multi-party 

system, the left, which outpaced the weak green party, became a junior 

partner of the social democratic party and declined together with it, 

leading to the far-right’s growth. 
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Table 15: Vote shares in Luxembourgian general elections (%) 

    1989 1994 1999 2004 2009 2013 2018 b-a c-b 

       a  b c   

ADR ECR 7.3 7 11.3 10 8.1 6.6 8.3 -3.4 1.7 

CSV EPP 31.7 31.4 30.1 36.1 38 33.7 28.3 -2.4 -5.4 

DP RE 16.2 18.9 22.4 16.1 15 18.3 16.9 2.2 -1.4 

LSAP S&D 27.2 24.8 22.3 23.4 21.6 20.3 17.6 -3.1 -2.7 

GRÉNG G 4.2 10.9 9.1 11.6 11.7 10.1 15.1 -1.5 5 

PIRATEN            2.9 6.5 2.9 3.6 

LÉNK L     3.3 1.9 3.3 4.9 5.5 3 0.6 

KPL L 5.1 1.6 LÉNK 0.9 1.4 1.6   0.7 -1.6 

GLEI  4.2 - - - - -       

Others  4.1 5.4 1.6 0.1 0.9 1.6 5.5     

Turn-out  87.4 88.3 86.5 91.7 85.2 91.4 89.7     

CSV: Christian Social People’s Party; LSAP: Luxembourg Socialist Workers’ Party; DP: 

Democratic Party; GRÉNG: The Greens; ADR: Action Committee for Democracy and 

Pension Justice; LÉNK: The Left; PIRATEN: Pirate Party Luxembourg; KPL: 

Communist Party of Luxembourg; GLEI: Green List Ecological Initiative. ©  2018 

Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 11: Trends in Luxembourgian parties’ vote 

 

Sweden: 

 

Sweden has a multi-party system with a two-block system led by the 

center-left Social Democratic Workers’ Party (S/SAP) and the center-

right Moderate Coalition Party (M). During 1994-2006, the SAP had 

been in power with the minor partner Left Party (V). During 2006-14 the 

center-right coalition was in power, and after 2014, the center-left 

coalition (SAP and Greens) has been in power with the Left Party’s 

support. 
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Table 16: Vote shares in Swedish general elections (%) 

   1994(a) 1998 2002 2006 2010 2014 2018(b) b-a 

C RE 7.7 5.1 6.2 7.9 6.6 6.1 8.6 0.9 

KD(KDS) EPP 4.1 11.8 9.1 6.6 5.6 4.6 6.3 2.2 

M EPP 22.2 22.7 15.3 26.2 30.1 23.3 19.8 -2.4 

S S&D 45.4 36.6 39.9 35 30.7 31 28.3 
-

17.1 

MP G 5 4.5 4.6 5.2 7.3 6.9 4.4 -0.6 

V L 6.2 12 8.4 5.9 5.6 5.7 8 1.8 

SD ECR 0.3 0.4 1.4 2.9 5.7 12.9 17.5 17.2 

FP/L RE 7.2 4.7 13.4 7.5 7.1 5.4 5.5 -1.7 

Turn-out  86.8 81.4 80.1 82 84.6 85.8 87.1   

   S <V S <V S <V 
M+C+F

P+KD 

M+C+F

P+KD 
S+G < V S+G < V   

S: Social Democratic Workers’ Party; M: Moderate Coalition Party; SD: Sweden 

Democrats; MP: Environment Party, The Greens (1991: Environment Party. MP); C: 

Centre Party; V: Left Party; FP: Liberal People’s Party; KD: Christian Democrats (1991: 

Christian Democratic Society Party. KDS). ©  2018 Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: 

www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 12: Trends in Swedish parties’ vote share 

 

Looking at <Table 16> and <Figure 13>, the center-left SAP has 

continued to decline, while the center-right M, which is in direct rivalry 

with the SAP, has also been declining since 2002. The Left Party grew 

only in 1998 but has continued to be on a downtrend. The performance 

of the Christian Democrats (KD) had an inverse relationship with that of 

the SAP until 2010, but since then has declined along with the SAP. After 

then, the Sweden Democrats (SD), a national conservative party, has been 
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growing rapidly, encroaching on the mainstream parties’ votes. The Left 

Party has failed to maintain its 1990s performance and continued to 

decline as a sub-partner of the ruling SAP. After the economic crisis, it 

was blocked by the conservative right’s growth. 

“The largest right-wing party, the Moderates, […] portrayed 

themselves as ‘the better Social Democrats,’ thus sealing the fate of 

Social Democratic hegemony. This follows the trend ‘away from the 

unconditional welfare state for all, towards the social state policy, which 

argues for support conditional upon work performance (‘workfare 

instead of welfare’).” In the 2010 election, the Left Party, the SAP, and 

the green Environmental Party campaigned together for a ‘red-green 

coalition government’ against the conservative-liberal one (Steiner 2012). 

Swedish elections are also characterized by a strong vote against the 

incumbent. Despite the decline of the center-left, the left has not been 

recognized as an alternative force, so the far-right or conservative right 

draws social dissatisfaction. The greens’ support has not changed much, 

but the far-right is ahead, and the left is competing with them after the 

economic crisis. 

 

Finland: 

 

Finland, like Sweden, has a multi-party system with a typical 

Scandinavian five-party system, and there have been various ruling 

coalitions led by three majors, the center, center-right, and social 

democrats. 

 

The Left Alliance (VAS) was founded in 1990 by a merger of the 

Communist Party of Finland (CPF) with the Democratic League for 

the Finnish People (DLFP), which had previously been its own 

‘mass organisation.’ The two had gone separate ways during the 

1980s, as the CPF hewed to its orthodox pro-Soviet line, while the 

DLFP moved in a Eurocommunist direction. Another split-off from 

that era, the Democratic Alternative, also joined the alliance. The 

VAS took part in the so-called ‘rainbow Government’ together with 

the Social Democrats, the Greens, the Swedish Party and the 

moderate-conservative National Coalition Party, which ruled from 

1995 to 2003. […] the Rainbow Government must be said to have 

established neo-liberal politics in Finland, and to have served to neo-

liberalize the leftist parties. […] Many active members] were 

expelled from the party (Kontula and Kuhanen 2012). 
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Table 17: Vote shares in Finnish general elections (%) 

    1995 1999 2003 2007 2011 2015 2019 g-a e-d f-e g-f 

    a b c d e f g     

KESK C 19.4 22.4 24.7 23.1 15.8 21.1 13.8 -5.6 -7.3 5.3 -7.3 

KOK CR 17.9 21 18.6 22.3 20.4 18.2 17 -0.9 -1.9 -2.2 -1.2 

SFP CR 5.1 5.1 4.6 4.5 4.3 4.9 4.5 -0.6 -0.2 0.6 -0.4 

SDP SD 28.3 22.9 24.5 21.4 19.1 16.5 17.7 -10.6 -2.3 -2.6 1.2 

VIHR G 6.5 7.3 8 8.5 7.2 8.5 11.5 5 -1.3 1.3 3 

VAS L 11.2 10.9 9.9 8.8 8.1 7.1 8.2 -3 -0.7 -1 1.1 

PS(SMP) FR 1.3 1 1.6 4.1 19 17.6 17.5 16.2 14.9 -1.4 -0.1 

KD(SKL) R 3 4.2 5.3 4.9 4 3.5 3.9 0.9 -0.9 -0.5 0.4 

Å land R 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.4 0 -0.1 0 0 

Turn-out  68.6 65.3 66.7 65 67.4 66.9 68.7         

   

SD+ 

KOK+ 

VAS+ 

SFT+

G 

C+SD

+ SFP 

C+SD

P+SFP 

C+KO

K 

KOK+ 

SDP+ 

VAS+

G+SF

P+ 

KD 

C+F+ 

KOK 

SD+C

+G+V

AS+S

FP 

        

KESK: Centre of Finland; KOK: National Coalition Party; PS: True Finns(1995: Rural 

Party of Finland. SMP); SDP: Social Democratic Party of Finland; VIHR: Green League; 

VAS: Left Alliance; SFP: Swedish People’s Party in Finland(1995-2007: Swedish 

People’s Party. SFP); KD: Christian Democrats of Finland(1995-1999: Christian League 

of Finland. SKL). ©  2019 Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 13: Trends in Finnish parties’ vote share 
 

 

As shown in <Table 17> and <Figure 13>, while the Social Democratic 

Party (SDP, -10.6%) continued to decline between 1995-2019, support 

for the Left Alliance (VAS, -3.0%) also fell. In 2011, Finland received a 

bailout, and at that time, support for the far-right True Finns (PS, +14.9%) 

soared rapidly. In the 2019 election following the right-wing alliance 

established in 2015, the SDP (+1.2%) and VAS (+1.1%) slightly 
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recovered, and the Green League (VIHR, +3%) grew, forming a left-wing 

coalition government. VAS, which has not been regarded as an alternative 

party, did not grow during the economic crisis. The far-right and the 

Green League have attracted voters dissatisfied with the mainstream 

parties. 

 

Norway: 

 

Table 18: Vote shares in Norwegian general elections (%) 

    1993 1997 2001 2005 2009 2013 2017 
2017-

1993 

H R 17 14.3 21.2 14.1 17.2 26.8 25 8 

SP C 16.7 7.9 5.6 6.5 6.2 5.5 10.3 -6.4 

KRF CR 7.9 13.7 12.4 6.8 5.5 5.6   -7.9 

AP(DNA) S&D 36.9 35 24.3 32.7 35.4 30.8 27.4 -9.5 

MDG G 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.3 2.8 3.2 3.1 

SV L 7.9 6 12.5 8.8 6.2 4.1 6 -1.9 

FRP NR 6.3 15.3 14.6 22.1 22.9 16.3 15.2 8.9 

R(RV) L 1.1 1.7 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.1 2.4 1.3 

V CR 3.6 4.5 3.9 5.9 3.9 5.2 4.4 0.8 

Turn-out  75.9 78.3 75.5 77.1 75.7 78     

AP: Labour Party(1993-2009: Norwegian Labour Party, DNA); H: Right; FRP: Progress 

Party; KRF: Christian People’s Party; SP: Centre Party; V: Left; SV: Socialist Left Party; 

MDG: Environment Party The Greens; R: Red(1993-2005: Red Election Alliance, RV). 

©  2017 Wolfram Nordsieck. Sauce: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 14: Trends in Norwegian parties’ vote share 
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The Socialist Peoples’ Party (SF) was created in 1961, mainly by 

Labour members who opposed Norwegian membership in NATO 

and the nuclear arms race. Since the break-away, Labour has never 

again won a parliamentary majority. […] In 1972, Norway’s 

accession to the EU, supported by the Labour Party, was rejected in 

a referendum. Thereafter, some EC-critical Labour members, a split-

off of the NKP, and activists from environmental and feminist 

movements joined with the SF to form the Socialist Left Party 

(Sosialistisk Venstreparti/SV). […] extensive deregulation and  

privatisation have taken place – with the support of all parties in 

parliament except for the Socialist Left Party (SV) and to a certain 

extent of the Centre Party (SP). […] On environmental issues and 

questions of international solidarity, such as development aid and 

refugee policy, the three centrist parties and the SV generally have 

similar pro-environmental and pro-solidarity positions (Seierstad 

2012).  

 

As trade unions forced the Labour Party to make a left-wing coalition 

with the SV, the red-green electoral alliance was launched in 2005 and 

won a center-left government in 2009 (Seierstad 2012). As can be seen 

in <Table 18> and <Figure 14>, while the Labor Party (AP, -9.5%), 

Centre Party (SP, -6.4%), and Christian People’s Party (KRF, -7.9%) 

declined between 1993 and 2017, the conservative right (FRP, +8.9%) 

and the right-wing (H, +8%) benefited, and SV peaked in 2001 (12.5%) 

then declined continuously until 2013 (4.1%). While the Green Party is 

weak, SV, a junior partner of the Labour Party, has not attracted voters 

dissatisfied with the economic crisis. 

 

Type of relative strength of the social democrats and rivalry among 

non-mainstream parties: Portugal, Denmark, Spain 

This type is where the social democratic party maintains its strength 

despite the left’s growth. The growth of leftist politics must be 

accompanied by the erosion of the social democratic party’s support base, 

as they share support strata. Therefore, it can be presumed that the leftists’ 

growth in these countries was driven mainly by non-class appeals, such 

as ecologism and anti-corruption, rather than leftist politics. 

 

Portugal: 
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Table 19: Vote shares in Portuguese general elections (%) 

    1999 2002 2005 2009 2011 2015 2019 g-a c-b d-c e-d f-e g-f 

    a b c d e f g       

PSD EPP 32.3 40.1 28.7 29.1 38.7 32.1 27.8 -4.5 -11.4 0.4 9.6 -6.6 -4.3 

CDS-PP EPP 8.3 8.8 7.3 10.4 11.7 6.5 4.2 -4.1 -1.5 3.1 1.3 -5.2 -2.3 

PS S&D 44.1 37.9 45.1 36.6 28.1 32.3 36.3 -7.8 7.2 -8.5 -8.5 4.2 4 

PAN G     1 1.4 3.3 3.3 0 0 1 0.4 1.9 

BE L 2.4 2.8 6.4 9.8 5.2 10.2 9.5 7.1 3.6 3.4 -4.6 5 -0.7 

PCP/ 

CDU 
L/G 9 7 7.6 7.9 7.9 8.3 6.3 -2.7 0.6 0.3 0 0.4 -2 

CHEGA FR       1.3 1.3 0 0 0 0 1.3 

Others  4 3.4 4.9 6.2 7.4 9.2        

Turn-out % 61.1 62.8 65 59.7 58.1 55.9 48.6       

    PS 

PSD

+CD

S- P

P 

PS PS 

PSD

+CD

S- P

P 

PS<

BE+

PCP

+G 

PS       

PaF: Portugal Ahead - PSD, CDS-PP; PS: Socialist Party; BE: Left Bloc; CDU: Unitary 

Democratic Coalition; PAN: People-Animals-Nature; PSD: Social Democratic Party; 

CDS-PP: People’s Party. ©  2019 Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-

elections.eu. 

Figure 15: Trends in Portuguese parties’ vote share 
 

 

During the democratization period, the Communist Party (PCP) survived 

the prolonged anti-dictatorship struggle. It took control of trade unions, 

and small leftist groups had little influence on the labor movement. The 

latter had intervened in social movements and sometimes made electoral 
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coalitions. In 1998, even 23 years after the transition to democracy, a 

reflection on the left’s inability to win decriminalization of abortion led 

to a new party project. The new party (Bloco de Esquerda/Left Bloc: BE) 

was launched by three political organizations, Maoist (UDP), Trotskyist 

(PSR), and Eurocommunist (Política XXI). Therefore, homogeneity 

could not be pursued, and the acceptance of pluralism and abolition of 

democratic centralism were natural steps (Sousa and Costa 2011). 

In 2009, the Socialist Party’s (PS) minority government implemented 

austerity measures. When interest rates soared in 2009, it requested 

support from international organizations. It signed a memorandum in 

May 2011 that enforced austerity, including privatizations, deregulation 

of the labor market, wage freezes, a reduction of workers in the public 

sector (Freire and Lisi 2016). 

 

As shown in <Table 19> and <Figure 15>, Portugal has been under the 

solid two-block system in which the center-right (Social Democratic 

Party (PSD) and People’s Party (CDS-PP)) and the Socialist Party (PS) 

have taken power alternately, and has been characterized by the typical 

vote against the incumbent. In the 2005 election, a vote against the center-

right, PS (+7.2%) and BE (+3.6%) grew. In the 2009 election, the vote 

against the Socialist government and for all opposition parties, including 

the CDS-PP and BE, grew. In the 2011 election, standing against the 

Socialist government due to the debt crisis, the votes for the PS (-8.5%) 

and BE (-4.6%) decreased. In the 2015 election, standing against the 

center-right government, the PS (+4.2%) and BE (+5%) recovered their 

vote share. 

BE had grown into a medium-sized party with 10% support 20 years 

after its founding. However, it did not grow during the debt crisis that 

began in 2010. The two-party system of the center-right and Socialist 

Party is solid, and the PCP is steadfast. The challenge of the greens and 

far-right is still weak. As André Freire and Marco Lisi (2016) say, “the 

CGTP has remained basically a ‘transmission belt’ for the communists, 

while BE has little influence on trade unions. The main trade unions 

(CGTP and UGT) have opposed austerity politics and have been an 

important instrument of mobilisation throughout the crisis. However, the 

level of protest peaked in 2011-2012, and subsequently a period of de-

mobilisation has occurred,” mass mobilizations were brief and not strong. 

Before and after the economic crisis (2009-15), leftists’ proportion of the 

vote has not changed much. BE has been in sync with PS’s performance 

because it has not been recognized as an alternative force. BE’s growth 
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has been driven mainly by the struggles to decriminalize abortion and 

legalize same-sex marriage. 

 

Denmark: 

 

According to Inger V Johansen, the pro-Soviet communist party DKP 

was divided by the Socialist People’s Party (SF) in 1959, and the new-

left Left Socialist Party (VS) split from SF in 1967. In 1989, the DKP 

established an electoral coalition Enhedslisten-De Rød-Grønne (Unity 

List-Red-Green Alliance/RGA/EL) with the VS and Socialist Workers’ 

Party (SAP) to cross the 2% threshold. The RGA allowed individual 

membership in 1991, accepted Maoists, and entered the parliament in 

1994. The Social Democracy Party (SD/S) launched a neoliberal attack 

in the mid-1990s, leading to the right-wing government in 2001. In 2011, 

the RGA supported the center-left government of the SD, SF, and RV 

(Radical Liberals) to end the right-wing government (Johansen 2012). 

The two blocks, led by the Left-Liberal Party (V) and the Social 

Democracy Party (S), have competed. The liberal V grew up early and 

has led the center-right block. As shown in <Table 20> and <Figure 16>, 

the RGA had been stagnant after rapid growth from 2.2% to 6.7% in 2011. 

The 2011 election was a vote to stop the center-right coalition 

government, which began in 2001. In this election, support for the 

Conservative People’s Party (KF, -5.5%) and the green SF (-3.8%) 

decreased, and the liberal V (4.4%) and the left RGA (+4.5%) increased 

their support. In 2015, the far-right People’s Party (DF) grew significantly, 

and in the 2019 elections the DF, SF, and RGA competed.  

The RGA is in rivalry with the SF, which turned from the left to the 

green in 2004, and the RGA’s growth in the 2011 election seemed to 

attract those dissatisfied with the economic crisis and austerity. It is 

peculiar that while the Social Democracy Party’s support had been stable 

between 2005-15 (+0.5%), the losses of the liberal V (-9.5%) and the KF 

(-6.9%) were converted into growth for the far-right DF (+7.8%), the 

green Alternative (Å, +4.8%) and the left RGA (+4.4%). 

In short, although the RGA increased its support during the economic 

crisis, the Social Democracy remains stable, and the RGA is competing 

with the far-right, greens, and conservative right. The reason for this is 

that in recent elections, migrant and ecological issues, such as the climate 

crisis and greenhouse gas reduction, have come to the fore, and many 

parties compete for public support on these issues. In other words, class 

politics has not been widened despite the expansion of the RGA’s support. 
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Table 20: Vote shares in Danish general elections (%) 

    1998 2001 2005 2007 2011 2015 2019 e-d f-c g-a 

    a b c d e f g       

KF EPP 8.9 9.1 10.3 10.4 4.9 3.4 6.6 -5.5 -6.9 -2.3 

V RE 24 31.3 29 26.2 26.7 19.5 23.4 0.5 -9.5 -0.6 

RV CR 3.9 5.2 9.2 5.1 9.5 4.6 8.6 4.4 -4.6 4.7 

S S&D 36 29.1 25.8 25.5 24.9 26.3 25.9 -0.6 0.5 -10.1 

SF G/E 7.5 6.4 6 13 9.2 4.2 7.7 -3.8 -1.8 0.2 

EL L 2.7 2.4 3.4 2.2 6.7 7.8 6.9 4.5 4.4 4.2 

DF ID 7.4 12 13.3 13.9 12.3 21.1 8.7 -1.6 7.8 1.3 

A G      4.8 3 0 4.8 3 

LA(NA) RE    2.8 5 7.5 2.3 2.2 7.5 2.3 

KD(KRF) EPP 2.5 2.3 1.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.7 -0.1 -0.9 -0.8 

CD  4.3 1.8 1 - - -     

FRP  2.4 0.6 - - - -     

Others  0.4 0 0.3 0 0.1 0.1     

    S 
V+KF<

DF 

V+KF<

DF 

V+KF<

DF 

S+SF+R

V<EL 

V<KF+

LA+DF 

S+V+ 

SF+EL 
      

S: Social Democracy in Denmark; DF: Danish People’s Party; V: Left-Liberal Party of 

Denmark; EL: Unity List-The Red-Greens; LA: Liberal Alliance(2007: New Alliance, 

NA); RV: Radical Left; SF: Socialist People’s Party; KF: Conservative People’s Party; 

KD: Christian Democrats(1998-2001: Christian People’s Party, KRF); CD: Centre 

Democrats; FRP: Progress Party. ©  2019 Wolfram Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-

elections.eu. 

Figure 16: Trends in Danish parties’ vote share 

 

In particular, the RGA’s ecological program aims to present it as a 

more thorough ecological party than the green party. It proposes cessation 

of fossil fuel production, free public transportation, and subsidies for 

purchasing electric vehicles for climate justice and a zero-carbon society 
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(Søndergaard 2019). However, there is no anti-capitalist standpoint in 

this program. Today, many countries are allocating large amounts of 

funds to producing and consuming new energy for transition to a zero-

carbon society. Many industries, such as electric vehicles, solar power 

generation, and AI, are being fostered with the state’s support. However, 

whether a Green New Deal becomes a blue ocean for capitalist 

companies or creates socialized industries based on social investment is 

crucial. Of course, Denmark’s manufacturing sector, such as the 

automobile industry, is weak. There is the limitation of being a small 

economy that imports many industrial products. However, fruits of 

financial aid or public funds must be socially shared because those can 

and must be a starting point and breeding ground for overcoming 

capitalism, which is in transition to a new industrial society, the fourth 

industrial society, including carbon-zero and AI. This is even more so 

because many capitalist enterprises today are fostered and supported by 

state subsidies. 

 

Spain: 

 

Spain is a unique type of state in which the left grew at the expense of 

the social democratic party but was recently overtaken by the national 

right, and the social democratic party is still strong. 

According to Dominic Heilig (2012), amid the polarization of the 

center-left Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE) and the center-right People’s 

Party (PP) after the democratization, the vote share of the Communist 

Party (PCE), which has the support of the largest union, Workers’ 

Commissions (CC.OO.), have declined. The Izquierda Unida/United Left 

(IU) is an umbrella party, registered in 1992 through an electoral coalition 

gathering together forces that opposed NATO. IU includes numerous 

leftists, communists, and eco-activists, and the PCE is the only national 

force in IU. 

After joining the EC in 1986, Spain experienced economic growth 

like the German economic miracle. “Especially the structural fund 

subsidies from the EC (later the EU) led to the far-reaching dissolution 

of the classic proletariat in Spain, causing the PCE to lose a major part of 

its base.” Spain entered the economic crisis in 2011. The real estate 

bubble exploded, and 300,000 Spaniards were evicted in 2008. The 

unemployed rose from 2 million in 2008 to 4.4 million (22%) in 2011. 

The PSOE government reduced spending on education, health, pensions, 
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public services, and wages, and extended the retirement age from 65 to 

67 (Heilig 2012). 

As shown in <Table 21> and <Figure 17>, the center-right PP and the 

center-left PSOE have been in power alternately. However, between 2008 

before the financial crisis and November 2019, both parties’ share of the 

vote has been significantly reduced, by -19.1 % and -15.5% respectively. 

This decline was absorbed by the national-right Vox (meaning voice, 

+15.1%), the left-wing coalition UP (IU+Podemos, +12.8%), and the 

center-right Ciudadanos/C’s (meaning citizens, +6.6%). The 2011 

election was a judgment against PSOE (-15.1%), which caused the 

financial crisis. The support for the opposition parties, PP (+4.7%) and 

IU (+3.1%), an electoral coalition of the PCE and leftists, rose. The 

judgment on the economic crisis in the 2015 election led to a decline of 

the two mainstream parties, PP (-15.9%) and PSOE (-6.8%), and the 

growth of Podemos (meaning ‘We Can,’ +20.7%) and C’s (+13.9%). In 

the 2016 general election, IU and Podemos made the electoral coalition 

Unidas Podemos (UP, United We Can) to end the PP’s rule and 

marginalize PSOE. The election results were not much different from 

2015, and the center-right administration of PP (33%) and C’s (13.1%) 

was launched. Compared to the results in 2016, in the two elections in 

2019, which were judgments on the ruling parties, the PP (33%-

>20.8%, -12.2%) and C’s (13.1%->6.8%, -6.3%) fell, the opposition PSOE 

(22.6%-> 28%, +5.4%) rose slightly and it became the first party, VOX 

(02%->15.1%, +14.9%) rose sharply, but UP (21.2%-> 12.8%, -8.4%) lost 

half of its support. After the election, Podemos joined the pan-left 

government led by PSOE.  

The rapid growth of VOX (+10.1%) in April 2019 was achieved at 

the expense of the PP (-16.3%) and UP (-6.9%). This means that the 

national conservative right VOX, opposed to EU integration, eroded the 

right and left’s support. It is clear that behind Podemos’ rise in 2015 was 

the Indignados movement (15-M movement). During the 2019 election, 

when the conflict about Catalan independence was intensified, Podemos’ 

position was not progressive. VOX has mobilized its support as the only 

force to attract people dissatisfied with the economy from an 

exclusionary (chauvinistic) position. 

  

By the way, whether or not Laclau’s populist strategy is valid and 

worthwhile for the left, Podemos’ strategy and practice are questionable. 

First, the Spanish financial crisis began in 2010, the 15-M movement 

began in May 2011, and the general election was held in November of  
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Table 21: Vote shares in Spanish general elections (%) 

    2004 2008 2011 2015 2016 2019I 2019II g-b c-b d-c g-e 

    a b c d e f g         

PP EPP 37.7 39.9 44.6 28.7 33 16.7 20.8 -19.1 4.7 -15.9 -12.2 

Cs RE   0.2   13.9 13.1 15.9 6.8 6.6 -0.2 13.9 -6.3 

PSOE S&D 42.5 43.9 28.8 22 22.6 28.7 28 -15.9 -15.1 -6.8 5.4 

ERC G 2.5 1.2 1.1 2.4 2.6 3.9 3.6 2.4 -0.1 1.3 1 

IU(…) L 5 3.8 6.9 3.7 UP UP   -3.8 3.1 -3.2   
PODEMOS(UP) L       20.7 21.2 14.3 12.8 12.8 0 20.7 -8.4 

EHB(AMAIUR) L     1.4 0.9 0.8 1 1.2 1.2 1.4 -0.5 0.4 

VOX ECR       0.2 0.2 10.3 15.1 15.1 0 0.2 14.9 

JxCat(CDC, …) NI 3.2 3 4.2 2.3 2 1.9   -3 1.2 -1.9 -2 

EAJ-PNV   1.6 1.2 1.3 1.2 1.2 1.5   -1.2 0.1 -0.1 -1.2 
COM.   - - 0.5 POD. UP 0.7           
CC-PNC(…)   0.9 0.7 0.6 0.3 0.3 0.5 0.5 -0.2 -0.1 -0.3 0.2 
UPN(NA+)   PP PP PP PP PP 0.4 0.4         

BNG   0.8 0.8 0.8 0.3 0.2 0.4 0.5 -0.3 0 -0.5 0.3 

PRC   - - 0.2 - - 0.2 0.3         

UPD   - 1.2 4.7 0.6 0.2 -           

Others   5.8 4.1 4.9 2.8 2.6 3.6           

Turn-out   75.7 73.8 68.9 69.7 66.5 71.8 69.9         

    
PSO
E 

PSO
E 

PP 
PP+
C's 

PP-C'
s 

  
PSOE+
UP 

        

PSOE: Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party; PP: People’s Party; Cs: Citizens-Party of the 
Citizenry; PODEMOS: We Can(2016-2019: United We Can, UP); VOX: Vox; ERC: 
Republican Left of Catalonia; JxCat: Together for Catalonia(2004-2011: Convergence and 
Union, CiU; 2015: Democracy and Freedom, DL; 2016: Democratic Convergence of 
Catalonia, CDC); EAJ-PNV: Basque Nationalist Party; EHB: Basque Country Gather(2011: 
Amaiur); COMPROMÍS: Compromise Coalition; CC-PNC: Canarian Coalition-Canarian 
Nationalist Party(2004: Canarian Coalition, CC; 2011: Canarian Coalition-New Canarias, 
CC-NC); UPN: Navarrese People’s Union(2019I: Sum Navarre, NA+); BNG: Galician 
Nationalist Bloc; PRC: Regionalist Party of Cantabria; IU: United Left(2011: Plural Left, IP; 
2015: Popular Unity, UP); UPD: Union, Progress and Democracy. ©  2019 Wolfram 
Nordsieck. Source: www.parties-and-elections.eu. 

Figure 17: Trends in Spanish parties’ vote share 
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the same year. In that election, the PP became an absolute majority party. 

Heilig (2012) evaluates, “the PSOE lost some 4 million votes compared 

with the previous election, while the PP gained only 600,000. Post-

election polling revealed that some 2 million former PSOE voters simply 

stayed away from the polls.” The 2011 election result was a punishment 

of the PSOE (-15.1%) for causing the financial crisis, and the support of 

the opposition PP (+4.7%) and IU (+3.1%) rose. 

Comparing the performance of IU (3.7%) and Podemos (20.7%) in 

2015 to that of IU in 2011 (6.9%), Podemos was much more competent 

than IU, regardless of whether Podemos’ growth was due to populism or 

not. However, scholars’ evaluations of the UP’s fall from 21.2% to 14.3% 

to 12.8% between the 2016 and 2019 differ. 

 

Podemos’ discourse has used some (civic) nationalist tones that are 

not common in IU. […] which has prioritised vote-maximisation. 

Podemos has focused on valence issues and whenever possible 

avoided issues requiring a clear stance that could alienate moderate 

or non-ideological voters. This firm catch-all strategy, which avoids 

any link with socialism or traditional ideologies and evades the left-

right divide, made Podemos an exceptional RLP (Luis Ramiro 2016). 

[T]he tactic of aiming to gain majority support through a 

campaign for ethical politics framed in national-populist terms 

opened the door to a new competitor. Ciudadanos, originally created 

as a hostile centralist response to Catalan nationalism, found it could 

compete with Podemos to occupy the same political space. This 

party of youthful good-lookers has centered its program on opposing 

corruption while defending right-wing economic measures (such as 

partial privatization of the health service) and authoritarian domestic 

and foreign policies (including the bombing of Syria). Aided by the 

media, and probably by the failure of the Left in Greece, Ciudadanos 

has been growing at the expense of both Podemos and the PP, and 

likely will be the kingmaker that allows the conservatives to 

continue in office (Luke Stobart 2016). 

 

In other words, the fact that Podemos’ support has been eroded by the 

center-right C’s and the national-right VOX means that Podemos’ support 

does not consist solely of supporters of leftist politics. Hence, Heilig’s 

argument (2016) that “Ideologically, Podemos voters were located 

between IU and PSOE. […] Podemos’ success was above all due to the 
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establishment parties’ loss of credibility and motivated by the middle 

stratum’s fear of falling into poverty” is not appropriate. 

Podemos emerged at the founding assembly in January 2014 as a top-

down party with a monolithic central leadership. While 112,000 people 

chose Podemos’ statutes at that assembly, participation fell to 53,000 in 

the 2015 summer primaries (Stobart 2016). Alexandros Kioupkiolis, 

analyzing Podemos as a populist project, points to the party’s 

privatization, verticalizm, bureaucratization, and erosion of popularity as 

backgrounds of Podemos’ failure.  

 

[T]he absence of civic participation and mobilisation; the lack of an 

organised territorial base of the party; its highly hierarchical, 

centralised and conventional party structure; the moderation of 

Podemos’ anti-establishment and anti-casta discourse; its 

ideological ambiguity and political opportunism; the absence of a 

convincing and specific political program; the embrace of ‘social 

democracy’ in late 2015; the electoral coalition with the traditional 

left, and the gradual shift away from a radical progressive populism.  

A plurality of social demands arising from the economic crisis 

and the neoliberal policies of the state – the defence of social welfare 

and social rights, the end of austerity policies, popular sovereignty 

– were brought together in a single chain of equivalence around the 

‘empty signifier’ of ‘democracy’ (‘construir la democracia’) and the 

charismatic figure of Pablo Iglesias. (Kioupkiolis 2019). 

 

However, such arguments can hardly be agreed with. The “defense of 

social welfare and social rights, the end of austerity policies” are not 

different demands but are all anti-austerity/anti-neoliberal demands. 

‘Popular sovereignty and democracy’ merely suggest a way to realize 

these demands in the system. In other words, the 15-M movement is an 

anti-austerity struggle, and Podemos’ slogan is to carry out anti-austerity 

or anti-neoliberal demands by a parliamentary majority. There is no 

reason to call this a chain of equivalence. When workers, peasants, and 

soldiers gathered under the slogan of bread, land, and peace, it could be 

said to be a chain of equivalence with distinct interests and demands. 

However, it is an overstatement that the 15-M, an anti-austerity struggle, 

or Podemos with an anti-neoliberal program, achieved a single chain of 

equivalents around the ‘empty signifier’ democracy. 

In particular, it is not persuasive that Kioupkiolis implies “an 

increasing fusion with traditional leftism, which eroded Podemos’ 
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novelty and popularity” and “the electoral coalition with the traditional 

left” as the background of the Podemos’ decline. IU and Podemos’ votes 

(3.7% + 20.7% = 24.4%) in 2015 were not different from the UP’s 

(21.2%), and the two votes in the 2019 elections were halved, at 14.3% 

and 12.8%. If the coalition with the leftist IU was the cause of the decline, 

it should have declined rapidly since the 2015 election. However, it is 

undeniable that the electoral coalition with IU, a fusion with the left, has 

been successful, as Heilig and Stobart pointed out: 

 

Due to the continued inability of Podemos’ leadership to establish a 

countrywide left alliance after the elections, Izquierda Unida shortly 

afterwards unilaterally formed the platform Ahora en Común 

(Together Now). Alongside IU, its participants are the green party 

Equo and individual Podemos activists. […] Where Podemos and 

Izquierda Unida ran together they became the strongest force (in 

Catalonia) or the second strongest (Galicia) (Heilig 2016).  

On May 24 [2015], “citizens’ coalitions” took over the city halls 

in four out of the country’s five biggest cities (and many other 

localities as well). The municipal platforms varied but tended to 

share a core project predating Podemos. The coalitions involved 

many movement activists, including at a leadership level, such as 

the popular spokeswoman for the PAH, Ada Colau, who now serves 

as Barcelona’s mayor. These coalitions typically included Podemos 

and the Communist-led United Left (IU), but in several cases 

candidates and policies were decided in open voting (Stobart 2016).  

 

Therefore, although it can be admitted that Podemos was more popular 

than IU as seen in the 2015 elections, there is no ground for claiming that 

it failed not because of populist appeals, but because of leftist appeals. 

Podemos performed best when combined with leftist forces, as seen in 

the 2015 local elections. Therefore, as in Heilig’s evaluation (2016), 

“Podemos’ success was above all due to the establishment parties’ loss of 

credibility and motivated by the middle stratum’s fear of falling into 

poverty,” it attracted support from the masses’ complaints and anxiety 

about the economic crisis, and further austerity and neoliberalism. In the 

2019 elections, Podemos’ supporters were eroded by C’s and VOX due 

to its post-class populist appeals, making the populist strategy’s validity 

and values questionable. 

As shown above, despite the shrinking of mainstream parties, the 

benefits were distributed to the national right/center/left non-mainstream 
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parties (VOX, C’s, Podemos) rather than being monopolized by the left. 

It can be seen as a type of non-mainstream party competition amidst the 

decline of mainstream parties. It is clear that mass mobilization, such as 

the 15-M movement, was behind the leftists’ growth. Instead of the PCE-

led IU, Podemos could monopolize the benefits in the 2015 election 

because of its greater ability to attract potential supporters. The 

‘Indignants’ occupying the square were mainly ‘educated youths without 

jobs and hope,’ and it was difficult for the communist party to 

accommodate them with its old image advocating mainly for organized 

labor. 

Nevertheless, Podemos’ excessive parliamentarism, privatization of 

the party, and abandonment of leftist values and policies have 

undermined the attractiveness of a leftist party or an anti-austerity party. 

Such regression gave room for the growth of the center-right C’s and the 

national conservative VOX, and led to PSOE’s resurgence. Thus, despite 

Podemos’ success, it is difficult to say that leftist politics has made real 

advances in Spain. Podemos, abandoning the class view, has been 

undermined by non-class forces, making us skeptical of the radical 

democratic strategy or the post-class populist strategy. 

 

5-4. Concluding remarks 

 

After World War II in the West, due to the anti-fascist/anti-dictatorship 

struggles, communist parties temporarily held prestige. However, they 

have survived only in Southern Europe. In Northern Europe, in a multi-

party and two-block system, social democratic parties monopolized the 

trade unions’ support and embraced leftists. In central Europe, social 

democratic parties, which shared the unions’ support with center-rights 

under the Cold War influence, pushed out leftists. In Southern Europe, in 

addition to the authoritarian and conservative right, social democratic 

parties were fostered to counter communist parties enjoying the prestige 

of the anti-fascist/anti-dictatorship struggle and competed with them for 

the unions’ support. Despite the welfare state’s consolidation and the 

green agenda’s growth after the ’68 Revolution and the 1970s, green 

parties grew mainly in Central Europe because the left was oppressed by 

the social democrats. In Northern Europe, where leftists were 

transformed into red-green parties by adopting the green agenda, and in 

Southern Europe, where socio-economic conflicts preceded socio-

cultural conflicts, green parties’ growth had been insignificant. Thus, 
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leftists’ performance diverged by region due to the differences in the 

working class’s support types formed after World War II. In Eastern 

Europe, the left could only grow in countries where communist successor 

parties had minimal political assets when the former communist regime 

was dissolved. The political assets and working class’s support are 

eventually replaceable with an opportunity or ability to attract potential 

support strata. 

Since the 1990s, social democratic parties have steadily declined. 

During and after the 2008 economic crisis and the subsequent Great 

Recession, far-rights have grown the most, green parties have stagnated, 

and the left parties in some countries have grown, but the results are not 

even. 

In the left’s electoral performance since the 1990s, there are two 

peaks, in the late 1990s and 2015. The former was driven by anti-

neoliberal struggles such as opposition to European integration, 

deregulation of labor, and reduction of welfare. This occurred in Germany, 

France, Italy, Greece, Portugal, and Northern European countries except 

Finland. The latter was mainly driven by anti-austerity struggles. 

There have been strong mass struggles and no or little challenge from 

far-rights behind the lefts’ growth in Greece, Ireland, and Iceland. In 

Germany, Belgium, and Luxembourg in Central Europe, weakly affected 

by the economic crisis, far-rights, the only force to take an exclusion 

position on the migrant issue, have mostly outpaced leftists, although 

some leftists grew due to the masses’ dissatisfaction. In Northern Europe, 

Sweden, Finland, and Norway saw the far-right grow, while the left, the 

social democrat’s junior partner, declined. On the other hand, in Portugal, 

Denmark, and Spain, where social democratic parties have been 

relatively strong, it is difficult to say that there has been a real advance in 

class politics, despite the left’s growth. 

The Portuguese Left Bloc, taking the lead in campaigns for 

decriminalizing abortion and legalizing same-sex marriage, and the 

Danish Red-Green Alliance, proposing the most thorough green agenda, 

such as carbon zero, have grown but not accompanied by the 

encroachment on social democrats. Their growth appears to be driven by 

embracing green support strata. 

The most decisive factor changing the competition types between the 

left and other forces is class struggle. As shown in <Table 3> of Section 

4-3, the support bases of the social democratic party are the middle class 

and the working class in a broad sense, and the latter includes not only 

the blue collar but also the new middle class. The new and old middle 
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class are also the support bases of the green party. Besides, neoliberal 

attacks have created the neoliberal-deprived, -dissatisfied, and -worried 

strata within the working and middle class in a broad sense. Those are 

potential support bases for the left and far-right. In other words, the green, 

far-right, and left are competing for the political space opened by the 

social democratic party’s rightward shift. The dissatisfaction caused by 

the economic crisis can be attracted to both the left and the far-right. 

However, only the countries in Western Europe with strong class 

struggles have exhibited the left’s growth. This is because the left’s 

identity, based on solidarity, is different from the far-right’s identity, 

based on exclusion, and the left’s identity, such as equality and solidarity, 

is formed in the masses’ struggle. 

March and Keith (2016) argue that most leftists at this time adopt 

populism and populist parties have grown during the economic crisis, 

exampling Syriza, Podemos, and Sinn Fein. However, it is not persuasive 

to argue that Syriza, which came to power through dialogue and 

compromise with the Troika, and Sinn Fein, which projected itself as not 

anti-capitalist or anti-corporate, were successful due to populism. They 

define populism as the confrontation between the people and the 

establishment, but they seem to see appeals that put the people first, not 

the class first, as populism. However, above all, all the parties that grew 

during the economic crisis put anti-austerity first, the most class-based 

appeal to the neoliberal-deprived and -dissatisfied population. It cannot 

be denied that there was strong anti-austerity class struggles behind their 

growth. 

Kioupkiolis (2019) even implies that “an increasing fusion with 

traditional leftism and “the electoral coalition with the traditional left” 

had eroded Podemos’ novelty and popularity” and led to Podemos’ 

decline. However, Podemos performed best when it combined with leftist 

forces, as seen in the 2015 local elections, and was eroded by the C’s and 

VOX when it weakened its appeal to the working class. As seen in the 

2018 final voting in France, the identity difference between the 

supporters of the far-right Le Pen and those of the leftist Mélenchon is 

big. Podemos lost its support to the center-right C’s and the national-right 

VOX. This makes us skeptical of the populist strategy, which prioritizes 

the confrontation between the people and the establishment, rather than 

between the left and the right. 

The left’s growth has been mainly driven by RLPs in Southern and 

Central Europe and red-green parties in Northern Europe. Stalinist and 

reform communist parties have stagnated and been overtaken by RLPs. 
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The difference in performance between the left and other political forces 

was determined by the ability to attract potential support strata, as seen 

in the red-green parties that absorbed the green agenda, and class struggle, 

as seen in the competition with the far-right. On the other hand, the 

difference in performance between leftists, the revolutionary left, 

communist, and RLPs, stems from the difference in their ability to attract 

potential support strata. 

In particular, as seen in Southern Europe, the popular perception that 

the communist party priorities the traditional working class or organized 

labor has undermined its ability to attract the working class and the 

middle class in a broad sense consisting of those victimized by and 

dissatisfied with neoliberalism. 

These findings imply that the left should put the green agenda to the 

fore to compete with the green party and must embrace not only the 

traditional organized workers, including blue collars, but also the 

neoliberal-deprived and -dissatisfied strata, mostly non-organized 

members of the working class, such as the unemployed, precarious 

workers, and pensioners. 
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6 Conclusion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To grasp the contemporary European left in various shapes and situations 

‘comprehensively and systematically,’ this book started with the 

questions: (1) In what framework should the current European left party 

movement be grasped, and how should it be defined and classified? (2) 

What backgrounds did the radical left party, a new left party movement 

and the most characteristic of the current European left, emerge from, and 

what are its universal characteristics? (3) How and why has the present 

European left been up and down, or with what methodology should the 

leftists’ divergent performance, including ‘the left’s return’ and ‘some left 

parties’ growth,’ be explained?  (4) What lessons should be drawn? 

To this end, this book has studied: (1) the nature and composition or 

definition and classification of the contemporary European left; (2) 

backgrounds and characteristics of the radical left party (RLP); (3) 

explanatory framework and elements that can explain the divergent 

performance of left parties; and (4) ‘historical/regional competition 

types,’ ‘changed competition types,’ and their explanatory factors. In 

short, it has explored the most desirable ways of explaining each subject 

or suggested independent arguments and approaches, criticizing other 

scholars’ arguments and approaches on the related themes. 

  

This book insists that social democratic forces, embracing neoliberalism 

and shifting rightward, do not belong to the left. Furthermore, for the left, 

a party is an organization and a movement from start to end. Leftists have 

been constantly divided over movement theories, if not sectarianism, and 

behaved separately. This book’s starting point is that a party is a 

movement, and the current European left also consists of various left 

parties with different party movement theories. 
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‘The party family approach’ presupposes homogeneity of the left and 

does not regard a party as a movement. In contrast, ‘the party movement 

approach’ emphasizes the heterogeneity of the party movement theories. 

The two have different arguments and approaches to this book’s many 

themes related to the current European left’s existence and situation. 

There is no difference between the two positions in that the radical 

left emerged after the 1990s. However, since the party family approach 

presupposes homogeneity, it pays attention to the entire left’s character 

change. It grasps it as a process of ideological evolution or 

deradicalization, transforming into anti-neoliberal forces that have 

abandoned their anti-capitalist character. On the other hand, based on the 

party movement approach, this book recognizes RLP as a new-type left 

party movement that ‘integrated various leftists into one party.’ As long 

as the old leftist movements based on a single ideology and identity 

remain, the forces to the left of social democracy are not the radical left 

but the left, and the radical left is a part of the left. Such usage coincides 

with the historical context in which the radical left emerged and fits 

leftists’ usage and reality, divided according to party movement theories. 

The current European left can be classified with various indicators, 

such as ideology, attitudes toward the New Left agenda and the EU, and 

the dichotomy between reform and revolution. However, in reality, 

European leftists have behaved differently according to different 

identities formed by each party’s party movement theory, which is 

confirmed in each party’s transnational links. Therefore, although various 

classifying indicators are available, using the transnational links 

according to the party movement theory’s difference as an indicator can 

reflect the left party movement’s historical context and reality. The 

contemporary European left is a large family consisting of six ‘small 

party movement families’: revolutionary left, Stalinist, reform 

communist, red-green, radical left, and left-populist party, which behave 

differently according to each party’s party movement theory. 

The party family approach also presents various historical factors 

leading to the character change into the radical left and various crises 

triggering the left’s responses. In contrast, the party movement approach, 

which sees RLP as a new-type party movement, proposes particular 

historical factors/backgrounds that forced the party movement theory’s 

change. Moreover, it suggests characteristics that cannot but change due 

to the party movement theory’s change. In other words, RLP was born 

after the 1990s with the new party movement theory integrating various 
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leftists into a party and is essentially a left unitary party movement in the 

globalized neoliberal era. 

In the background of the forced adoption of this new party movement 

theory, there are three backgrounds/founding factors: (1) the ‘fall of 

socialism’s prestige,’ culminating in the collapse of the Soviet bloc in 

1989-91; (2) the ‘change in the composition and status of the working 

class’ (reduction of blue collar and growth of the new middle class), 

which was behind the ’68 Revolution and the New Left agenda and led 

to the dilemma of the Leninist revolution model; and (3) ‘neoliberal 

globalization and European integration.’  

In order for forces with various positions on socialism and revolution 

to work together, RLP had to acquire three unique characteristics: (1) the 

abandonment of the dichotomy between reform and revolution; (2) the 

adoption of pluralism and the abolition of democratic centralism inside 

and outside the party; and (3) the acceptance of the New Left agenda. 

Regarding the left party as an actor merely responding to external 

conditions, the actor approach suggests economic crisis (demand factor) 

and populism (supply factor) as the left party’s growth factors. However, 

it cannot explain why the left party has grown more than the far-right in 

particular countries. Furthermore, there were strong class struggles in all 

countries where the left grew after the Great Recession, so the Populism 

School that prioritizes populism cannot avoid the accusation of 

neglecting the element of class struggle arbitrarily. 

The Populism School calls all appeals that put the people first as 

populism. However, the left has pursued liberation of all human beings, 

including the working class, and promoted class solidarity strategies for 

the unity of all people. Therefore, the left’s appeal to the people is natural. 

The Populism School argues that the great leader Lenin was a typical 

populist who tied the three subjects of workers, peasants, and soldiers 

into the All-Russian Soviet, and made an equivalent chain of demands, 

bread, land and peace, and fulfilled the people’s moral ‘general will.’ 

However, it cannot understand the peculiarities of Lenin and the 

Bolshevik Party in the socialist movement’s history. It is nonsense to say 

that leftists deviated from narrow class politics and triumphed with 

populism in the anti-fascist and anti-imperialist liberation struggles that 

appealed for the unity of the whole people. 

The left and the far-right share potential support strata, such as the 

neoliberal-deprived and the neoliberal-dissatisfied layers, but their 

identities are different, and there is no interpenetration. In other words, 

based on the assertion that populism is ‘a thin-centered ideology,’ binding 
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the left and the far-right with the homogeneity of populism collides with 

reality. Although the left and the far-right share appeals to the people, 

they act not according to populism but according to their respective left 

and far-right identities. Therefore, there is no reason or worth in grasping 

the leftists’ practice as populism. 

The Populism School argues that populism has contributed to the 

growth of left parties. This argument implies that the left should move 

away from the old and narrow class politics and adopt a post-class 

populist strategy. Populism is defined as the confrontation between the 

people and the establishment. While the success of Syriza in Greece, Sinn 

Féin in Ireland, and the Left-Green Movement (VG) in Iceland were 

driven very much by class appeals and anti-austerity struggles, all came 

to power or grew through dialogue and compromise, not through 

confrontation with the establishment. Podemos, which does not mention 

the working class, performed best when aligned with the left and was 

eroded by other non-class forces when it weakened its leftist/class appeal. 

In short, there is no reason or value in grasping the leftists’ practice 

through a framework of populism, and it is difficult to agree that 

populism has contributed to the growth of the left, except in the case of 

Podemos. Podemos, which abandoned the class standpoint, has been 

undermined and overtaken by non-class forces. This creates skepticism 

about the populist strategy. 

The working class and the middle class were the support bases of the 

social democratic party, which had pursued full employment and the 

welfare state during the post-war period. With the establishment of the 

post-industrial society and welfare state, blue collar workers decreased, 

and the new middle class consisting of white-collar workers, including 

service sector, especially public service workers, grew. Those were the 

support strata for the welfare state and the social democratic party, and a 

base for the green party’s appearance. However, due to neoliberal attacks, 

there has been a growth in the neoliberal-deprived, such as unemployed 

and precarious workers, the neoliberal-dissatisfied, such as pensioners, 

and the neoliberal-worried (or unstable), mainly composed of the lower 

middle class, who respond to anti-migrant and chauvinist appeals. In 

other words, the working class’s composition and status had changed due 

to the establishment of the post-Fordist society and welfare state, and the 

neoliberal-deprived, -dissatisfied and -worried strata have increased due 

to the globalized neoliberal attack. Therefore, the social democratic, 

green, far-right, and left parties have competed for the political space left 

by the social democratic party’s rightward shift. 
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The left is both an actor and competitor in a competitive relationship 

with other forces. The left party’s performance depends on its ability to 

attract potential support strata in the competitive relationship. Factors 

influencing this competitive relationship are historical backgrounds, 

institutions, potential support strata, and class struggle. Furthermore, the 

competitive relationship is a frame or structure in which various 

explanatory elements are reflected and is itself an explanatory element. 

Since the party family approach presupposes homogeneity of the left, 

it has no choice but to list various explanatory elements arbitrarily and 

compare them superficially to explain the left party’s growth. However, 

the left’s growth was mainly achieved by RLPs in Southern Europe and 

red-green parties in Northern Europe, rather than revolutionary left or 

communist parties, and only in countries where class struggle had been 

strong. In other words, left parties have grown differently by 

region/country/small party movement family. So, we have to find 

explanation factors in competitive relationships taking small party 

movement families into consideration. In other words, the divergent rise 

and fall of the left parties made up of various small party movement 

families is explained by the ‘competitive relationship approach’ that 

integrates three axes: (1) divergent ‘competitive relationships,’ formed 

on different historical backgrounds and institutions regionally; (2) 

changes of potential support strata that have a long-term and gradual 

effect on this; and (3) ‘class struggle,’ which has a rapid and strong effect. 

In Western Europe after World War II, ‘the support type of the 

working class’ had influenced the growth of communist parties in 

Southern Europe, red-green parties in Northern Europe, and green parties 

in Central Europe. In Eastern Europe, only communist successor parties 

with minimal political assets could grow. Those are the competition types 

that became different by region between World War II and the early 1990s. 

The support type of the working class and the dissolution type of former 

communist parties, which can be called historical backgrounds, are also 

factors related to different regional competition types.  

Since the mid-1990s, the left’s growth has been achieved thanks to 

anti-neoliberal and anti-austerity struggles. However, the results have not 

been even and have made ‘changed competition types’: (1) the fall of the 

social democratic party and the growth of the left; (2) the fall of the social 

democratic party and the growth of the left and far-right; (3) the decline 

of the left and social democratic party and the growth of the far-right; and 

(4) the relative strength of the social democratic party and the 

competition of non-mainstream parties. Behind these changed 
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competition types, there had been historical/regional competition types. 

Left parties’ different performances by changed competition type and by 

country have been affected mainly by class struggle. Divergent 

performances between the left and the greens and within leftists have 

been determined by the different abilities to attract potential support 

strata. 

 

Thus, this book clarifies the nature and composition of the current 

European left, and the founding factors and characteristics of RLP 

through the party movement approach. It suggests explanatory frames 

and elements for left parties’ divergent performances through the 

competitive relationship approach considering the party movement 

approach. Distinguishing historical/regional competition types and 

changed competition types, it identifies an ability to attract potential 

support strata, which differs according to party movement theories, and 

class struggle as elements of the explanation for the divergent 

performance of the left. As such, all arguments and methodologies in this 

book are based on the party movement approach, accompanying the 

competitive relationship approach. 

 

This book’s significance and contributions are: It suggests the ‘party 

movement approach’ in contrast to mainstream comparative political 

scientists’ ‘party family approach’ in the related research fields. It 

introduces the concept of ‘small party movement family’ and presents 

‘transnational links,’ which differ according to each party’s movement 

theory, as an identifier for the classification of the left. It reveals that the 

contemporary European left is a large family comprised of six small party 

movement families. It proposes the ‘competitive relationship approach’ 

as an explanatory frame that can reflect the effects of long-term factors 

(historical backgrounds and institutions), gradual factors (potential 

support strata change), and short-term factors (class struggle). It analyzes 

the divergent performance of left parties by region/country/small party 

movement family, distinguishing ‘historical/regional competition types’ 

and ‘changed competition types.’; It identifies an ability to attract 

potential support strata, which differs according to each party’s 

movement theory, and class struggle as determining factors in the left’s 

growth. 

  

The left party’s practice does not stop at elections or parliamentary 

struggles. However, elections are another arena for class struggle and also 
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a field to settle accounts of class struggles. The strength or 

competitiveness of the left party cannot be grasped only by the 

percentage of votes it wins. Nevertheless, since there is no other 

objectively comparable data available, this book uses only the rates of 

votes earned to analyze left parties’ strength and performance. Moreover, 

it does not deal with each left party’s strategies and practices if not 

necessary, because most left parties’ claims and practices are not different 

from those of the social-democratic left. Besides, this book does not 

suggest criteria for desirable strategies and directions of the left party’s 

practice. It also does not deal with the global COVID-19 pandemic’s 

impacts on left parties, which began in early 2020, or their strategies to 

overcome it. These are limitations of this book. 

  

There are many shortcomings in the left’s strategies for responding to 

neoliberal globalization and economic crisis. Leftist alternatives to 

climate justice (a zero-carbon society) and disaster capitalism are also 

still insufficient. Since the 1990s, many left parties in Europe have grown, 

sometimes taking part in or taking power. However, there has never been 

a case where such growth has advanced anti-capitalist politics. The global 

political/economic orders under which the social democrats have 

succumbed to neoliberalism are the same for the left. Therefore, not only 

presenting an alternative to crises but developing a compelling and 

feasible leftist alternative and strategy that can overcome the orders 

imposed by globalized capitalism at this time could be the most 

significant task of the left. 
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