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n his analysis of the 2009 
European Parliament elec-
tions, Simon Hix, from the 
London School of Econom-
ics and Political Science, 
argued that the outcome of 

the elections was a disaster for Social 
Democrats with the smallest representa-
tion of socialists since the fi rst elections 
in 1979. Among the key reasons for such 
an electoral outcome, Hix cited the adop-
tion of many traditionally centre-left eco-
nomic policies by the centre-right political 
parties, the fact that the voters in Europe 
exhibit a pattern of leaning rightwards in 
times of economic crisis, and the inability 
of the centre-left to nominate a common 
candidate for the Commission President. 

On the basis of his analysis of the outcome 
of the election, he urged European Social 
Democrats to engage in a careful self-as-
sessment in order to prepare for the elec-
tions in 2014. 

There are two possible views when provid-
ing a preliminary assessment of the Euro-
pean parliamentary elections of 2014 with 
regard to European social democracy that 
remained close to the historically low levels 
of the 2009 elections. Both views deal with 
the question of why ‘massive losses’ of the 
EPP did not accrue to the European Social 
Democrats, but rather the seats went to 
the European populists and demagogues. 
The question about the low turnout should 
be also contemplated in this context.

SIMPLE ANSWERS TO COMPLEX 
PROBLEMS
One possible explanation for such an out-
come would be to conclude that, in the midst 
of the protracted economic and social crisis 
– which has resulted in the highest levels of 
unemployment in many EU countries, espe-
cially for the young people; the rise of job 
precariousness and uncertainty for much of 
the European middle class; and cuts in ed-
ucation, health and regional funding, accom-
panied by an increase in general taxes – these 
hardships have opened the door for various 
demagogues and populists across Europe 
to provide simplistic explanations and pro-
pose even more simplistic solutions, creating 
an illusion of shortcuts to end the crisis. This 
view suggests that it is almost impossible to 
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AN ANALYSIS OF THE STATE OF THE 
LEFT AFTER THE EUROPEAN ELECTIONS

The rise of far-right parties was a surprise for no one. However, 
even though they garnered maximal exposure in the media, it does 
not necessarily mean that everything is lost for progressive parties. 
We must analyse the reasons of this populist surge and see what the 

left can do in order to recover and move forward.
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adopting the excessively rigid and restrictive 
rules of the fi scal compact. There have been 
many other contradictions in the past fi ve 
years, including support for massive bail-outs 
of large fi nancial institutions but very limited 
support for retraining and re-skilling of work-
ers; very limited support for educational op-
portunities for young and unemployed 
people; and very limited support for small 
and medium-size companies’ access to var-
ious resources. The program of economic 
orthodoxy, imposed top-down, was the only 
real program that originated from European 
institutions; the rest were insuffi cient and 
half-hearted measures to compensate for 
the negative impacts of restrictive policies. 
The implicit grand coalition in the European 
parliament was an important part of this con-
text. People across the EU understood this 
policy orientation, either directly, indirectly or 
intuitively. As a result, in the absence of cred-
ible social, economic and political alternatives 

at the national and supranational levels, the 
opportunity to mobilize populists and dema-
gogues across Europe emerged. A large 
majority of people across the EU stayed at 
home, disillusioned about the lack of pro-
grammatic alternatives and the lack of lead-
ership.

CHANGE OR DISAPPEAR
The historical opportunity to revive pro-
gressivism in Europe did not succeed. The 
programs and practices of many so-
cial-democratic governments across Eu-
rope have adopted most of the elements 
of conservative opponents. The European 
social-democracy has failed to move be-
yond economic orthodoxy and pseu-
do-Keynesianism, as well as beyond 
classical federalism.
The frequently stated argument that the 
problem with the social democracy is that 
their conservative opponents adopted many 
traditional centre-left economic policies is 
inaccurate. In fact, the opposite is true. 
The call for reinvention of European social 
democracy in order to address issues, chal-
lenges and opportunities for the twen-
ty-fi rst century should be put forward. 
Emerging social movements with new 
ideas, initiatives and energy should be em-
braced as partners rather than excluded. 
If conventional social democracy does not 
transform, open and enlarge its social base, 
it risks becoming a marginal political force, 
much to the delight of populists, dema-
gogues, and well-organized interest 
groups.

confront the rise of populism and demagogu-
ery, because people experiencing a period 
of hardship will always cling to illusory solu-
tions, no matter how unrealistic they may be. 
There is, however, another and more sub-
stantive explanation regarding the electoral 
outcome. The European social democracy 
has largely failed to reconnect with the citi-
zens, regions and member states in many 
places across the EU. It has failed to articu-
late and convey a comprehensive progressive 
alternative future toward a more inclusive, 
more balanced and more pluralistic EU.

CONTRADICTIONS & 
INSUFFICIENCIES
In the last fi ve years of implicit grand coalition 
in the European Parliament, there were too 
many inconsistencies and missed opportu-
nities to reorganize markets across Europe. 
For example, it was not suffi cient to criticize 
the devastating effects of austerity while 
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Revolution for real Democracy in Barcelona on October 15, 2011.
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M value services. The challenge for social 
democratic parties is to combine a politics 
of fair distribution with a politics of dynamic 
production that increases the growth poten-
tial of the economy. Our role is not just to 
divide up the pie more equitably, but to grow 
it in the fi rst place. That requires co-ordinated 
action at European level – a European infra-

structure strategy; a programme to upgrade 
and modernise education systems, especial-
ly higher education; strategic investment in 
manufacturing and an industrial policy for the 
growth sectors of the future; a globalisation 
stabilisation fund to support regions and ar-
eas which have been disproportionately af-
fected by economic restructuring; and a 
long-term commitment to science and inno-
vation. These programmes might be funded 
by an EU-wide fi nancial transactions tax – 
continuing to shift the burden of taxation from 

incomes to unearned capital, assets and 
wealth.

TACKLE RIGHT-WING TURFS
The second lesson of the European elections 
is that progressive parties cannot afford to 
ignore the contested politics of patriotism, 
identity and nationhood. The debate about 
immigration raises diffi cult questions for our 
parties: we are committed to openness and 
tolerance as well as convinced that econom-
ically with an ageing population Western 
Europe will need more, not less, migration in 
the future, but many of our traditional sup-
porters have come to believe that immigration 
threatens their livelihood and way of life. We 
have to fi nd a means of talking openly about 
immigration which does not concede the case 
for openness, but which addresses the need 
for competently managed systems and con-
trols that protect wages, preventing a ‘race to 
the bottom’. The case for the EU is another 
aspect of this dilemma: the left has to show 
that by pooling sovereignty rather than resort-
ing to nation-state social democracy, we can 
best meet the challenges of the modern world 
in a way that upholds the imperatives of eq-
uity and fairness.

ay 25th was a bad 
night for the EP 
and a mixed night 
for the Socialists 
across Europe. 
There is no room at 

all for complacency. Social democratic parties 
in Europe have spent the last six years argu-
ing that the fi nancial crisis would lead to an 
inexorable ideological shift to the left. It hasn’t 
happened; after all, the vote share for cen-
tre-left parties across the EU actually de-
clined by 0.2 per cent since the 2009 
elections. There are two key strategic lessons 
that appear to stand out.

THE LEFT MUST STAND FOR ITS VALUES
The fi rst lesson is that social democrats 
need a robust message on the economy, 
more than simply being against austerity. 
It is true that premature and overly aggres-
sive austerity programmes have caused 
irreparable damage to growth and jobs 
especially in Southern Europe, but at a time 
of uncertainty voters want to know that the 
left can be a competent manager of the 
economy – taking tough decisions and 
preparing Europe for a competitive future. 
This has to be combined with a restate-
ment of the left’s traditional commitment 
to full employment, greater fairness in 
wages and living standards, and support 
for manufacturing industry as well as high 
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Being against austerity is not enough
by Patrick Diamond

“THE CHALLENGE IS 
TO COMBINE 
POLITICS OF FAIR 
DISTRIBUTION 
WITH POLITICS 
OF DYNAMIC 
PRODUCTION”
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T cialists and democrats decided to present 
themselves as the alternative to the unfair 
policies that have broken the social con-
sensus in Europe.

A CLEAR CHOICE
Voters chose other parties to show their 
opposition to the “austericide” policies. 
Some of them chose the not-so-new pop-
ulist and nationalists parties from the far 
right (like the FN in France or the UKIP in 
United Kingdom), other have gone to the 
far left parties (as Siryza in Greece or the 
indignados heirs of Podemos in Spain). Of 
course, they are not the same kind of or-
ganizations and political projects, they do 
not defend the same ideas, but they are 
the response to a same trend that can be 
visible all over the European countries, and 
that is the trend against the establishment, 
from which the social democrats are seen 
as an important part of.

That is probably the most important lesson 
we have to extract from this election. When 
voters got fed up of the “There is no alter-
native” motto and looked for an answer, 
when they fi nally mobilized (just half of the 
electorate, it is true) and tried to do some-
thing to end with social recession, they did 
not look at the socialists. We are not the 
alternative to all these people, we are part 
of the “problem”.

FAMILIAR FACES
If we take a fi rst look at the composition of 
this vote to the far right and far left options, 
we see some familiar faces. In France, a 
signifi cant part of the FN electorate is com-
posed of working people, afraid of their fu-
ture, who search refuge on the nationalist 
protectionism and the hate of Brussels’ 
bureaucracy. A similar profi le we can fi nd in 
the UKIP voters or in the Austrian Liberals 
or the Dutch De Wilders. They are the left 
behind, the ones who suffer the thinning of 
the welfare policies and the competence of 
the foreigners for the less and less subsidies.
On the other side we have new generations 
with University degree who are unemployed 
or have to work in unstable intermittent poor-
ly paid jobs. They have also looked for an-
swers out of a “system” that has shown to 
be incapable of maintaining their living 
standards. They are the force de frappe of 
the new movements on the left.
Both of them, the dwindling working class 
in their banlieues and the impoverished mid-
dle class trying to keep their heads out of 
the water have been and must be a signifi -
cant portion of the social democrat vote. 
They have given us a clear-cut warning.

he European election 
tried to answer one 
simple question: who 
was the alternative to 
the economic policies 
the European Union 

has been applying since the crisis be-
gan in 1998. This plain question re-
ceived the simplest answer: not the 
socialists.

A TWO FACED-COALITION
Although the strategy of the 28 social dem-
ocrats and socialist parties was based on 
an unambiguous opposition between right 
politics and left politics, that means on the 
idea that socialists had different answers 
to the austerity policies coming from the 
conservative side, an important part of the 
electorate has not bought that idea. The 
voters have looked for an alternative to 
more radical options, leaving the social 
democrat parties together with the con-
servatives as a two-faced coalition that 
develop the same economic and social 
policies.
The 2014 election was expected to be a 
turning point for the left. The 2009 election 
showed the weakening of all those social 
democrat parties that faced the fi nancial 
crisis while in offi ce, and that applied the 
program to save fi nancial companies at a 
great social cost. Five years later, the so-
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